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	1. Converging Fate

_This is for Bungie, the mad geniuses who began a great series, and Sean A. Lusher, the author who provided the inspiration for this project._

_Most characters in this story are owned by Bungie, 343, or the authors of the Halo books, particularly Karen Traviss. This is simply my borrowing of their characters._

_Enjoy!_

Converging Fate

Sydney had come a long way after the end of the war. The city had been rebuilt to near perfection in the four years since the Prophet of Truth's death on the Ark, and the rest of Earth was slowly recovering as well. It was interesting that people seemed to measure humanity's recovery by how far Sydney's rebuilding had progressed. It seemed humans would never lose their love for their own symbols of power.

In Serin Osman's opinion, she was simply glad the kashkak restaurant down the block was finally back up and running. It felt surprisingly comforting to reconnect to her Turkish heritage.

The head of the Office of Naval Intelligence stood at the window of her personal office, looking out over the capital of Earth and the center of the UN's power. Although it felt odd to say the organization still had power- since just about the entire human race now looked to Lord Hood as their leader- the legendary admiral still gave them some measure of respectful credit, so Osman thought she might as well do the same.

Even if she would never listen to a word they said to her. The only person she would ever feel bad about using her new position to fool was Hood, and as long as she allowed him to keep his "peace" with the Arbiter intact, she wouldn't have to concern herself with what Hood might think of her actions.

Her thoughts were disrupted as a blue light flashed into being in the air next to her. A fragment of Black Box, the sixth-gen A.I. known to everyone as BB, had been left on Earth to monitor the status there, and it was this fragment Osman would have to work with until she returned to the Infinity.

"Admiral," the fragment said, "the reports from Captain Lasky are in. The Spartan-IVs failed to apprehend her. It's likely she's already back at whatever planet the Storm Covenant has made their base on."

Osman bowed her head, disappointed. While she knew that the capture of such a cunning figure was a daunting task, Captain Palmer and the other members of the _Infinity's_ Spartan-IV contingent had given her hope with their string of successes during the recent action on planet Requiem.

But Catherine Halsey had created the Spartans. Maybe not this current generation, but she still knew their capabilities better than anyone else. It should've been obvious that sending the Spartans after humanity's expert on the super soldiers would end badly.

_We were unprepared and overconfident,_Osman thought, _and I don't intend for that mistake to happen again._

"Tell Lasky to stand down and not pursue the Covenant, BB," Osman ordered the A.I. "And your main fragment should ensure that Kilo-Five does not go after Halsey either. If the IVs couldn't do it, Naomi and two Helljumpers won't be able to either."

The hologram winked out without a word. Obviously, BB had not left any code containing his talkative personality in the fragment.

Serin paced back to her desk and activated a data pad, scrolling through lists and swiping sub-screens aside. She went over her options repeatedly in her head as she searched, and the same conclusion kept resulting.

_Infinity_ would not be able to capture Halsey quickly and effortlessly, not with the doctor safely behind Storm Covenant lines, and the ship was too vital to send on a mission that would cause it such grief. Osman would not be able to send her most powerful weapon after Halsey again.

_And sending Spartans carries its own risk,_ she thought to herself. _Even if they have the highest chances of success, it's all too likely I might just be throwing away our heroes._

That wouldn't do at all. Admiral Parangosky would roll in her grave if Osman got Spartans killed on a capture mission. She needed a different way.

Osman thought back to her words from a few minutes ago, when she ordered Kilo-Five to stand down. Naomi would not be able to take down he woman who made her a Spartan, and Vaz and Mal, the ODSTs of the team, would likely shoot Halsey as soon as they saw her.

Osman could not fault them for that, but as much as she hated it, she needed Halsey alive.

_Wait a minute,_ Osman thought. _ODSTs…_

With rapid strokes of her fingers, Serin brought up several rosters. Lists of all the active Helljumpers in the ODST battalions. An A.I. might have sped the process up, but Osman believed in seeing everything for herself, so that she might take notice of every single detail.

One such detail caught her eye. The name she was looking for.

"BB," Osman said aloud, "signal Commander Dare and get her onscreen ASAP. There's something we need to discuss."

It wasn't long before the massive screen on Osman's wall lit up and Veronica Dare slowly came into focus.

"You wanted to speak to me, Admiral?" Dare asked. The ONI officer stood at attention, utterly focused on the conversation. Most people tended to be overly attentive when speaking with the head of ONI, something Osman suspected had been greatly reinforced by the wrathful Parangosky.

"Commander Dare," Osman said. "I'd like to ask you about a certain Marine I'm looking for. The reports from the Siege of New Mombasa show me that you tasked a group of ODSTs to assist you in a data retrieval mission. Is that correct?"

"Yes, ma'am," Veronica answered. "Sergeant Major Buck, a Gunny Sergeant at the time, and his team. A reliable group."

"So it seems," Osman replied, amused. Veronica Dare rarely praised anyone, although Serin suspected Buck and Dare's recent marriage may have biased her opinion somewhat.

Then again, it was Dare. Serin had watched the woman destroy her enemies both on and off the field. She was more Helljumper than officer, really; criticism came naturally to her. For all Osman knew, Ed Buck was still subject to her scathing attitude no matter what relationship they had.

What Osman really wanted to hear, though, was Dare's opinion on a different Marine.

"I've read a lot of reports about one of the members of that squad. Many of them are rather unique, I have to say."

"Is there something you wanted me to clarify about them, ma'am?" Dare asked, straight to the point as usual.

"Yes. The kill counts recorded in their helmet cams during the engagement raised a lot of flags. 'Hyper-lethal,' as I'm sure you're aware, is a term pretty much reserved for the select few Spartans who manage to inflict massive casualties on the enemy during their operations." Serin raised her data pad, which was displaying the combat record of one ODST in particular.

"An unenhanced human managed to achieve a kill count that rivaled that of hyper-lethal Spartans. A significant chunk of the Covenant army that besieged New Mombasa was wiped out by one man. At least, that's what the reports say." Serin shut off her data pad and leaned forward on her desk, watching Dare intently.

"I don't value recordings and reports as much as the opinions of people I trust. I want to hear it from you, Commander. Just how good was this Helljumper?"

Veronica was silent for a moment, and even on a holoscreen, Osman could tell that her eyes were unfocused. She was clearly revisiting her memories of the battle of New Mombasa- which, Osman assumed, weren't all too pretty.

"The entire crew of a Covenant corvette came after the Engineer when we extracted it from the city," Dare said, her voice low, "and he slaughtered them all. There were barely any left for us." Veronica paused, swallowing. "He was the best I've ever seen."

Osman watched Dare's reaction, and her brow furrowed in confusion. "Are you alright, Commander Dare?"

The admiral's words seemed to snap Veronica out of her reverie. "Yes, ma'am" she replied, her voice steady once more. "It's just… we lost him on the Ark. Or at least, we lost him as a combatant. His arm was removed by a plasma round, and he was permanently taken out of the service. Neither Edward or I have seen him since."

Serin stared at Dare for a second, and then a small grin touched her lips. "That may be the first mistake I have ever heard you utter, Veronica. You never bothered to check what became of him after hostilities ceased?"

Dare seemed taken aback. "I simply assumed…"

"Never assume, Commander. If Parangosky taught me anything, it's that." Osman's grin grew a little. "Maybe we should give you the call sign 'Rookie' instead. God knows it doesn't really fit anyone who made it through that portal and back."

Dare chuckled at the jest. "Perhaps you should, Admiral." A moment later, however, her face grew focused again. "If I might ask, ma'am, what is your goal here? If I understand you correctly, he's fit for duty again, but… there must be more than enough new Spartan-IVs to handle anything that needs doing."

Osman sat down in the chair of her desk again, pressing a button on her keypad. In an instant, the channel they were communicating on was encrypted to the point that only an A.I. with BB's intellect would stand a chance of listening in on the conversation. And BB was one of the few already cleared for this knowledge.

"Lock your door, Commander," Osman said. "There are a few highly classified things you and I have to discuss."

* * *

><p>(<em>Sorry to anyone who's impatient for action, but there are two more chapters planned before the fighting begins. Bear with me here, and follow if you like this so far!)<em>


	2. Back in Black
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Back in Black

Commander Dare walked into the gym of UNSC _Two For Flinching, _looking around at the large number of Marines exercising all around her. The ship had dropped from Earth's orbit and landed in Sydney as soon as Admiral Osman had ordered it to receive "inspection."

No one was crazy enough to keep the head of ONI waiting. That was an easy way to be demoted, fired, or worse.

Osman _had _actually shown up to take a tour of the ship, which had quite the record from the Covenant-Human War, but her actions were merely a cover. While the commanding officers were all present for the inspection, Dare had taken off into the ship in search of its ODST contingent.

She should have known most of them would be preparing for a conflict even when they were on stand-down. ODSTs never stopped getting ready to fight.

The thought made her grin. Buck and his team were already preparing for another war as well, even though they had not received any orders yet. Like always, they wanted to be first into the fight, and the Helljumpers were raring to go. Dare couldn't blame them; fighting was what they were best at. Like the Spartans, but without the whole physical and emotional package that came with being one of the super soldiers.

These thoughts carried Dare across the gym, until she found herself in front of a series of weight machines that made the user lift a big stack of weights while alternating between arms.

Or, in the case of the only Marine using the machines, it forced him to use his only arm twice as much.

The man's back was to Dare, so he didn't notice her observing his workout. He wore a grey, sweat-soaked muscle shirt with the Helljumper logo on the back, and it rippled as he struggled to lift two hundred pounds of iron. His left arm was well-muscled, and the stump of the other, ending about halfway down the upper arm, was surprisingly fit as well. She could see the metal plate and receiving dock for a prosthetic embedded in the stump. The ODST's salt-and-pepper hair glistened, indicating that he had been working out for a while now.

Dare watched for a moment as the man continued to rhythmically lift the iron stack, and then she spoke up, raising her voice so that she could be heard over the clamor of the gym.

"Marcus?" she asked, waiting for him to turn.

The Helljumper did not respond, simply continuing to lift the weights.

"Marcus!" Dare said again, but he still didn't turn or speak. _Oh, for the love of God…_ Dare thought.

"Rookie!"

The stack of iron weights clanked to the ground and stayed there.

The man straightened, breathing hard, and turned to face her. His face, etched with scars from the helmet visor that had shattered on the Ark, seemed so much different than when she had first met him in New Mombasa. The drawn cheeks and crooked, thrice-broken nose were both unfamiliar to her.

But those green eyes- the eyes of a killer- _those_ had not changed.

Recognition flashed across the Helljumper's face. "Captain Dare?" he muttered, sounding uncertain. "The hell… thought you ONI guys were supposed to be inspecting the rest of the ship."

"It's Commander Dare now, Marcus. And did you really believe there was a legitimate inspection going on with the Helljumpers left out of it?" Dare smirked at him. "Admiral Osman's putting on a show so you can be slipped off this tub in secret."

"Dammit. Should've known it'd be something like this…" The Helljumper grabbed a towel from a bench near him, wiping his face off as he walked over to a set of lockers near the gym's entrance, where several other ODSTs who had finished their workouts were lounging.

"Sean!" the Rookie called, "Hit me up, would ya? I gotta leave!"

One of the Helljumpers turned. An African-American with piercing grey eyes, he bore a massive scar across his bare chest, evidence that he had encountered an energy sword once and narrowly survived. He grabbed a set of standard UNSC civvies out of a locker and tossed them to Marcus, who deftly caught them one-handed.

"Who's this, dude?" the Helljumper named Sean asked. "Someone you forgot to mention?" His sly tone of voice and its indication did not escape Dare, who raised an eyebrow, but Marcus spoke before her.

"That happens to be Veronica Dare, Sean," Marcus replied. "She's a Commander now, apparently; might want to start saluting soon." The Rookie turned and walked to the gym's exit. "I'm grabbing a shower and I'll be out in five. Hope you can go that long without court-martialing anyone, Dare."

Veronica watched him leave the gym before turning to the other ODST, Sean. "You. Sean Lusher? Formally of the 3rd battalion?"

"Yes, ma'am," he replied with a wink. "You need any… special services from me?"

Veronica glowered at him. "Yeah, I do. You're going with him. Prepare to depart the ship; you have until Marcus is ready."

Sean frowned for a second, then sighed and moved past her to the gym exit. "Whatever, ONI lady," he grumbled. "Hope you've got something exciting planned for us."

Veronica considered dropping the hammer on the ODST for his disrespectful behavior, but decided to let it slide. There was not time for her to start disputes. Turning to the other Helljumpers in the gym, she raised her voice and said, "No one finds out they left this ship. Any leaks can and will be traced back to all of you. Understand?"

The ODSTs all chorused together, "Yes ma'am." There was sincerity in their voices- the sincerity of someone who knew what ONI was capable of doing to those who ruined their plans.

Satisfied, Dare turned and left the gym, heading for the bridge. Admiral Osman would deal with the rest once the "tour" was completed.

* * *

><p>"You're both going outside UNSC space," Serin told the two men standing at attention in front of her. "You'll be cut off, the Storm Covenant will have a heavy presence in the sector, and there will be no back-up waiting to save you. You'll have one extraction craft hidden for you, and if it's destroyed, you're on your own. And you'll have one week." Osman sat back in her chair, watching for their reactions. "Any questions, you two?"<p>

Marcus and Sean both stood there for a second, absorbing her words, and then Sean spoke up. "You couldn't have told the Covies we're coming, at least? This is gonna be boring as hell."

A chuckle burst from Osman's lips before she could force it down. "As much as you might enjoy that, Marine, I need this mission to succeed. I'd rather not start it off by compromising your chances of a stealthy insertion."

"You'll have a fragment of BB, my personal A.I., to accompany you. He's more than capable of handling himself in combat; frankly, I think you'll find he can actually offer some advantages for you. And I sincerely believe you'll need all the advantages you can get. He'll brief you about your full set of objectives once you reach your destination."

Sean laughed with only a little humor. "Can't tell us the specifics beforehand, huh? Typical ONI, man…"

Marcus looked at her, his brow furrowed in confusion. His prosthetic right arm, now attached to the port on his stump, reached up to scratch at the stubble on his chin. "Ma'am, you said we'd be cut off from UNSC forces."

"I did."

"So how will the A.I. accompany us? The only combat gear that can handle even a fragment of a smart A.I. are those NAV chip things, and our armor doesn't have docks for those."

Osman looked at him, impressed by his technical know-how. She suspected he would _love _her next surprise. "Your old armor doesn't," she said, "but you won't be using that. Follow me, gentlemen." She rose from her desk and walked into the hallway with the ODSTs a few steps behind her, turning towards the elevator that led to the basement.

A short trip later, they found themselves outside a locked door with two Marines standing guard outside it. Both immediately saluted upon seeing Osman's rank, and one stepped smartly aside to plug in a password in the door's keypad, opening it. Osman led the Helljumpers into an experimental weapons development lab, where dozens of models of UNSC hardware hung from walls or lay on tables, with technicians poring over them and making modifications. The constant buzzing of drills and assembly bots filled the air.

"I believe they're being kept in the back," Osman said, "right about…" She turned a corner in the lab, several techies stepping aside and saluting, and came to a halt in front of a wide wall from which hung several suits of armor.

Behind her, Osman heard Marcus suck in a breath, and Sean murmured, "Jesus…" in a low voice.

The black armor could easily be mistaken as a MJOLNIR suit if Osman didn't already know Spartan armor on sight. What hung in front of them were actually hybrids of standard ODST armor and MJOLNIR armor; a blend of advanced machinery and the old-fashioned, trustworthy Helljumper suit. Plates of A-grade titanium covered all vital areas, straps of ultra-thick gel layers held the pieces together, and- best of all, in the Rookie's opinion- silver ODST visors still filled the front of the helmets, which did indeed have NAV chip docks on the back.

"Admiral…" Marcus said hesitantly, "what are these things?"

"Combat Support Systems, Helljumper Variety," Osman replied. "I personally ordered this project to be boosted to the front of the ONI budget. They give you the protection and some of the enhancements of MJOLNIR armor, and the weight is handled by the suits' own miniature anti-grav systems. No energy shields like the Spartans have; however, I think you are more than competent enough fighting that way."

"Yes, ma'am, yes we are," Sean said, looking at the suits in awe. He ran a hand down the arm of run suit, then turned and looked at the Admiral. "Permission to suit up and give them a test run, Admiral?"

Osman had to struggle to contain her grin. They were like children receiving Christmas presents. "Granted. Meet me back in my office once you are finished." She turned to the chief technician in the lab and raised her voice over the loud sounds of machinery. "Petty Officer! Assist these two with the CSSHVs, and make sure they get models that have been de-bugged!"

The admiral walked out of the lab without bothering to catch a reply. She had one more thing to do in private before the ODSTs rejoined her.

* * *

><p>Just as Serin finished giving BB his orders, a series of loud thuds began to approach her office. She watched as one ton of ODSTs and armor walked through the door, their boots striking the floor heavily.<p>

Both men had donned their helmets, presenting the look of Helljumpers prepared for a combat drop. Osman knew the project had been a brilliant idea; the Marines looked absolutely lethal in the suits.

"Satisfied?" Osman quipped. The Rookie, identifiable by the small signiture he had- _Already? Really? _Osman thought- scratched onto the top arm plate, replied, "Hell yes." He caught himself and quickly added, "Ma'am. Sorry, admiral, but-"

"Yes, yes, the suits are superb to use, from what I've heard," Osman cut him off, waving a hand through the air. "You're going to get experienced with fighting in them very soon, I should think."

"_Infinity _will slip into orbit within the hour. A Pelican has been prepared to take both of you up to meet it, and the ship will drop you off at your insertion point within three days. It will be a _very _quick stop; I suggest you try not to delay Captain Lasky at all. That ship has a full schedule in the weeks ahead."

"Yes, ma'am," the two Helljumpers chorused.

"Staff Sergeant Lusher, you're dismissed. Marcus, a word please" Osman said. Sean turned and exited the room, leaving Marcus to fix his visor on the ONI leader.

"Rookie," Osman said, calling him by his adamantly-held call sign for the first time, "what you're about to do is vital for ensuring the security of Earth. I wish you could be briefed ahead of time, but even the existence of a rumor about your task must be prevented. I can and will tell you this, though." She leaned forward, staring right at the sliver visor. "You will _not _back out of this mission, no matter how dangerous it may become. Even if Lusher falls, you must press forward and do this for the UNSC. Even if death becomes a certainty." She paused, watching him. "Even if it becomes a personal crisis. You _will _complete this mission. That is an order."

The Rookie did not speak for a moment.

"Depend on it, ma'am," he finally said, and left the office.

Osman prayed he could follow that order all the way through.

The cost of the alternative was too much to think about.

"BB, is your core function finished preparing the fragments onboard _Infinity_?" Osman spoke into the silent office.

"Affirmative, Admiral," the A.I. replied. "All preparations are made to begin the operation."

"Good," Osman murmured, leaning back in the large chair and closing her eyes.

_Godspeed, Helljumpers, _she thought. _And good hunting. _

* * *

><p><em>(More on the way. I'm going as quickly as I can while writing two stories at once. A little bit of character development and back-story to go, and the action will finally kick off!) <em>
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BFS 17000

"It's just a lot to wrap your head around, you know?" Sean said as they gazed out of the Pelican's window. "Six clicks. Are you even registering that yet?"

"Not really," Rookie replied. "I admit, it seems pretty freaking hard to think about."

"Well, yeah, I mean… Jesus, six _clicks_. How the hell did they build this thing?"

The ODSTs were standing in the cockpit of a Pelican that had launched from Sydney's own spaceport. The transport had taken them into orbit, which had confused Marcus and Sean at first. They had assumed they would simply board _Infinity _once it landed somewhere on Earth.

Upon seeing the vessel for the first time, though, it finally registered with them why that scenario wouldn't exactly be possible.

The gargantuan warship hung in Earth's orbit, obscuring a large portion of the planet below from the Helljumpers' sight. The lights that ran along its edge made it look like a massive cluster of stars from afar, but when they had closed the gap and were only a dozen or so kilometers away, the full size of the ship had really hit them. Both Helljumpers had seen Covenant capital ships up close and personal before, but those behemoths had nothing on the massive ship that glided through the inky blackness ahead of them. There was no spaceport in existence that could hold something like that.

"It was a bit of a shock for my team, the first time we saw it," the Pelican's pilot said to them. She was busy preparing the dropship's systems for a docking routine, but she hardly seemed to pay attention to her own actions- evidence of her vast experience in the cockpit of a Pelican. "Of course, now it's simply become home. For us and 17,000 others."

Sean whistled. "One hell of a crew. They pack enough Sweet Williams onboard for everyone?" He was all-too-obviously taking a crack at the open box of the renowned cigars that sat near the pilots left arm.

"Very funny, pal. And yes, they do have a decent supply. _Infinity_ is really more of a floating city then a warship." She started to power down the thrusters as the Pelican closed in on a hangar set into the side of the massive ship, which now filled the entire view screen of the dropship. "Well, a city with the power to annihilate a small planet. The Covies are learning very quickly not to mess with this thing."

Deftly, the pilot maneuvered the Pelican through the hangar door, shutting down the thrusters and bringing the dropship to a rest on a transportation rail. She hit a release on her dashboard and the ramp lowered.

"Hope you enjoyed your ride, boys. Now get going, you've apparently got a tight schedule today."

Sean smirked under his helmet. "What, you're kicking us out without even a name? I was hoping to set up a date."

The pilot snorted. "As if you'd be so lucky, Marine. Outta my ship. Now." Sean chuckled and sauntered out of the Pelican, followed by a thoroughly amused Rookie. Behind them, the pilot sighed, then swiveled in her seat.

"It's Dev," she called after them, freezing Sean in his tracks. "Lian Deveraux. Assuming we don't pick your guys' corpses up in a few weeks, look me up some time. I do coffee breaks on Mondays."

Sean was about to reply, but the ramp closed in his face and the Pelican was whisked away on the track, blending into the large number of ships crowding the massive hangar.

"I think she likes me, bro," Sean said. "I'm gonna take her up on that offer."

"Get over yourself, man. She's ribbing you, that wasn't a real offer." Marcus walked towards the main doors of the hangar, where an NCO standing next to a trolley was watching them, arms folded in impatience. "We _were _told to hustle, so let's get a move on. I want to know what they're sending us to do right away."

"What do you think they've got us here to do? Hunt down some hinge-head big shot that's taking over for the Prophets? Or maybe finding more of this 'Forerunner' shit all the geeks are freaking out about nowadays…"

"Doesn't matter. We go where they order us." In his mind, though, the Rookie was already forming a suspicion about what Osman had sent them to do. Her final warning to him had been vague, but he still wondered if she really had been saying what he thought she was.

"Staff Sergeant," the NCO at the trolley saluted as they approached. "Gunnery Sergeant. I have orders to take you two to the bridge."

"Well, get driving, squid," Sean said, hopping onto the back of the trolley, the vehicle bouncing a little due to the weight of his powerful armor. "We wouldn't want to be late for our date with almighty Captain Lasky."

"Sean…" Marcus said wearily, sitting down next to his friend. The guy was _always _like this. Thank God he had held his tongue in front of Admiral Osman.

"What? He's Navy, the guy's used to it."

The NCO shook his head, muttering, "Helljumpers…" The trolley buzzed to life and, within minutes, the ODSTs were deep in the heart of _Infinity_.

* * *

><p>"Captain," a bridge orderly reported, "the two-man team sent by Osman has arrived. They're nearing the bridge now."<p>

Thomas Lasky looked up from a monitor he was sitting in front of, reading over the status of Earth's orbital defenses. The Didact's recent assault had thrown Earth back into the days of the war with the Covenant, with everyone on edge, waiting for the enemy to slip into orbit and begin sowing death and chaos once more.

_Infinity _was supposed to have prevented that from ever happening again. Instead, thousands of people had lost their lives when the Composer had fired, and the scars of the war, still fresh even after four years, were torn wide open once again.

And now Halsey was aiding the enemy…

Lasky's thoughts were jarred as the orderly addressed him again. "Sir? You alright?"

"Yeah, yeah, I… it's nothing." Lasky stood, closing down the monitor and heading across the bridge to the main doors. "Carry on, sailor."

The orderly saluted and moved off to carry out his regular duties, leaving Lasky to walk over and stand by the doors, waiting for the ODSTs. Even with the crew back up to full strength, the ship was a madhouse as preparations for _Infinity's _next deployment went on. Lasky would have to brief the Helljumpers by himself.

He preferred it that way, though. Thomas wanted to personally judge these Helljumpers while they learned of their mission.

Moreover, he wanted to know if he was carrying them to their deaths.

The door lights blinked and the entrance slid open, revealing the ODSTs waiting on the other side. The trolley driver had already departed, but Lasky could see from the man's tense posture that he was thoroughly annoyed. He had probably been razzed by the ODSTs all the way to the bridge. _Helljumpers _are _tough to get along with, _Lasky thought as he held out his hand for the two men to shake. _I'll have to give that guy leave sometime._

"Welcome aboard _Infinity, _you two," Lasky said as they saluted and then shook. "I see that little project of ONI's worked out in time for you." He looked over the armor both men wore, nodding in approval at what he saw. "The Spartans would be impressed if they saw what the entire ODST force will look like in just a few years. And God knows the Spartans aren't impressed much by us normal guys."

Marcus smiled behind his visor. Osman hadn't lied when she said Lasky was the kind of captain that could earn the total loyalty and admiration of his crew. The guy was just really good with people. It was that simple. "We're not here to show off for the 'roid-rockers, sir" the Rookie said, using the term many ODSTs referred to Spartans with. "We were told by Admiral Osman that you would have the details of our task for us. Mind briefing us in?"

"And do we get a tour afterward?" Sean broke in, humor in his voice. "Or do we not have a month or two to spare?"

Lasky laughed at the well-worded question. "Yeah, no. We don't have time for a tour. It _would _take many days to see everything on this big freaking ship- days that you two will not spending on board. As for your task, we should discuss the matter in private." Turning to the crew members on the bridge, Lasky called out, "Everyone, clear the bridge for a few minutes. I want total communications shut down in here, Roland. Hop to it."

The bridge crew rose immediately and filed out, and above the central projector on the bridge, the blue image of a World War 2 bomber pilot flashed into being. Without a word, the A.I. waved a hand through the air in front of it, then turned and said, "All comms equipment disabled, captain. The bridge is-"

Before Roland could finish, a second blue light flashed next to him. A slowly spinning cube, streams of numbers flashing across its surface, winked into existence, and a voice came from the projector's speaker.

"You know, it's fairly rude to just lock someone out of a conversation without telling them first," the new A.I. said, his voice filled with sarcasm. "A polite person would notify their colleague that their presence isn't required. And, perhaps, that person should _check _to see if their colleague is needed for the discussion." Marcus and Sean both stared at the floating box; no A.I. they had ever encountered had sounded so… _human_. It was unnerving.

Roland's hologram stiffened with indignation. "I was not notified that you have clearance for the captain's meeting with Admiral Osman's-"

"Um, hello, I'm the one briefing them!" The box flashed briefly and spun 360 degrees, coming back around with a frown face plastered on the side like a logo. "I also happen to be sending a pair of rather large fragments on their mission with them, so I'd like to _personally_ meet the guys who I'm entrusting with my own well-being. And that's rather difficult if you're throwing up firewalls that I have to take a few seconds to jump over."

Roland sniffed in displeasure, then winked out without another word, leaving the three humans standing in the light of just the spinning holographic box.

The Rookie watched the hologram warily. "Um, are you that Black Box thing Osman told us about?"

"I actually go by BB, but yeah, I'm Osman's A.I.," the box replied. "I'm just a passenger on this ship right now, and once I've transferred my fragments to you guys, I'll be heading out again with another team that I frequently work with. You would not believe how nice it is to spend time away from all these stuffy, prideful fifth-gen A.I.s."

Lasky chuckled at B.B.s words. "Roland just hates sharing space with others, B.B. Having you keeping an eye on everything makes him anxious."

"Wait, back up," Sean said. "You say fifth-gen like you're not one. Gen 5 was the last type of A.I.s ever made."

"Made by humans," BB corrected him. "I was made by other A.I.s. It was a bit of a revolutionary process, if I may." He sounded subtly smug about that fact, which confirmed Marcus' thoughts about the A.I. The thing really was designed to be more human-like than any other machine before it.

He wondered how it could hold up in a combat scenario.

"Anyway, enough about me," BB said. "Let's move on to the subject at hand- the mission you two were tasked with. Time is short, and Osman has always hated delays, so I'll get straight to the point."

The holographic display lit up again, bringing up an image of an elderly woman in a white coat, likely in her early 60s, her auburn hair streaked with gray. The image rotated at the same speed as BBs cube.

"Catherine Halsey has defected to the Storm Covenant, aided by a renegade Elite leader," BB began, bringing up another image- a huge Elite in black armor. "His name's Jul 'Mdama, but he's not the primary objective. You two are being sent to locate Halsey and return her to UNSC custody- or failing that, eliminate her to remove any possibility of her giving our enemies an edge on us."

Sean sucked in a breath, his helmet turning towards the Rookie. Marcus had frozen solid, not a muscle moving. Lasky could see the blank shock on his face through the ODSTs open visor.

"Gunnery Sergeant?" Thomas asked, concerned. "You alright there?"

Marcus was silent for a long moment, and when he finally spoke, his voice was low with some indiscernible emotion. "Do we have permission to eliminate the other subject? The 'Mdama guy?" He was clearly trying to avoid the subject of Halsey.

BB flashed a thumbs-up on the side of his cube, clearly not picking up on the tension emanating from the Rookie. "This is an unrestrained operation for you guys. No limitations, no orders, no secrets, and no chance of a court-martial at the end." A hint of amusement entered the A.I.'s voice. "I imagine that'd be a welcome change for every Helljumper ever."

Marcus nodded slowly, still holding himself unnaturally still. "Yeah. Yeah, that would be a good change."

"Marcus, man…" Sean said softly, still looking at his friend. For a second, Lasky almost thought he heard _pity _in the guy's voice, but that couldn't be- Helljumpers didn't do pity. There was no room for it in the 105th. Thomas didn't understand what was going on for the Helljumpers, but he knew it had to be addressed.

"Is there a problem with the mission that I should be aware of, Sergeant?" he asked, watching the Rookie carefully. "Or will you be able to carry out your duties without issue?"

Marcus turned to the captain, his expression now carefully free of any emotion. "No problem here, sir. When are we deploying?"

"Three days," Lasky answered. "You'll get a couple days of rest before arming up and heading out. I'm sorry, but you two will have to stay under wraps during your stay on board the ship; your arrival was timed so that only small number of crew saw you, and we're going to keep that number small. There can't be any leaks about this op. For all we know, Halsey may have already found a way to glean info from human networks without being detected."

Lasky turned to the hologram display, waving a hand at BB. The image of a large, predominantly brown planet took shape in the air, rotating diagonally on its axis.

"The system you'll be deploying on, a fallen colony called Septra Qui, has been monitored for a while now; we've discerned a small window of time for _Infinity _to get in and drop you two off without being detected, and that's what we're aiming for- a clean, stealth-only approach." Lasky looked at the two, a touch of dark humor on his face. "I don't care if you two really are worth half a brigade by yourselves. Enemy forces on the world are substantial, and a direct assault is certain to fail. That means _no _bloody rampages while you're there. I don't want another force to have to go in and pull your corpses out of a lake of Covie blood."

"Duly noted," Sean said, still appearing a tad shaken. "We sure as hell aren't going in unarmed, though. You have weapons for us?"

Thomas smirked at the Helljumper's eagerness to have a gun in his hands. "You'll get them the day off your drop. For now, you guys will be guided by BB to your temporary quarters. We'll speak again when we're about to drop into the system."

"Sir." Both Helljumpers saluted, realizing they were being dismissed. They departed from the bridge, BB's voice telling them where to go, and the bridge crew filed back in to resume their jobs.

Still wondering what secret the Rookie had that Osman had not informed him of, Lasky gave the order for _Infinity_ tojump, and the huge ship slipped back into the dark oblivion of Slipspace.

* * *

><p>"Are you really serious about going through with this, Marcus?" Sean asked, watching his long-time friend cautiously. The Rookie had sat down in a chair as soon as they arrived at the quarters provided for them, and he had not moved in the half hour since. Sean had remained silent for a while, understanding what was going through the guy's head, but he couldn't let the issue just sit between them forever.<p>

"You could just ask them to send someone else. There's gotta be some other wicked skilled bastard in the 105th who can do this job. It doesn't have to be you…"

"No. It does." The Rookie turned in the chair to look at his friend, whatever emotion he felt now hidden by a closed visor. "They sent me because they believe I'm the only one who can even get close to Halsey. No one else stands a chance out there, at least in ONI's opinion."

"Halsey never even met the Spartan-IVs, though. Why would sending those guys be such a big deal? This whole op is turning out to be a steaming pile, if you ask me."

"I didn't ask you, Sean. We're going to Septra Qui, and we're getting the job done. That's it. No complaints, no second thoughts. You got it?" Normally, Marcus would refrain from speaking to Sean in such a way, out of respect for his friend's higher rank. But the turbulent emotions running through him had released him of any restraint he had, and now Marcus had only one wish- to get the mission over and done with as quickly as possible.

He wasn't going to be able to sleep again until he had.

Sean gazed at him with concern for a moment longer, then turned and headed to his bunk, clearly eager to just get some rest, if only for a short time.

"Sean," Marcus said suddenly, halting his friend. "From now on, we go by call signs only."

"What?" Sean asked in surprise.

"Reaper and Rookie. That's what we've always been, and that's what we are from now until the mission's end." Rookie shifted on the chair, his eyes dark. "I don't need the constant reminder of what I'm about to do. So until this op is completed, we are Helljumpers and nothing more." He glared at Sean to drive the point home. "You read me, Reaper?"

Sean met his eyes without backing down. "I got ya, Rookie. Now get some sleep. I doubt we'll have any shut eye once we hit dirt." He continued into his own room, shutting the door and falling onto his bunk with a distinct _thump_.

The Rookie, however, never shut his eyes for a second. He gazed out the compartment's window into the inky blackness of Slipspace for many hours, sitting in the same spot without moving hardly at all.

He spent the next three days doing the exact same thing.

* * *

><p><em>(What great conflict has shaken the Rookie? The answer will have to wait, because the action of this story is about to begin. To every Halo 3: ODST fan out there, the most badass Marine in history is finally going to fight once more.)<em>
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Feet First Into Hell and Back Again

The Rookie stood in front of his Single Occupant Exoatmospheric Insertion Vehicle, staring at the single seat within as memories flooded through his mind.

_Flames building on the outside of the pod, blinding him even through his closed visor. Plasma tearing into the ship above him even as it continued to drop Helljumpers from its bays. Jarring thuds as explosions rocked the air all around, the blasts consuming other ODSTs before they could even reach the ground. A lingering scream resounding over his comm channel, the noise of a drop pod being rent apart in the background. Bursting out of his SOEIV, rifle raised, staring at the Elite charging towards him with sword in hand…_

_A Covenant ship entering Slipspace above a burning city, the shockwave hammering the planet and knocking drop pods out of the sky like flies, one pod hurtling straight at his with no chance to escape-_

"Rookie!" he heard Reaper call from the other side of the drop bay. "Quit spacing off, bro! We've got 3 minutes to ready up!" Reaper was loading his personal, custom painted shotgun into the SOEIV he would use, along with a pair of M7 sub machine guns and a battle rifle. His voice cut through the torrent of memories, making Rookie shake his head and continue loading his own pod. He placed a SPNKr rocket launcher and a standard magnum sidearm into the weapon racks within. His trusty MA5 would ride in his lap all the way down.

Weapons in SOEIVs had an unfortunate history of being damaged by the rough impact of landing. And Rookie would _not _risk his assault rifle being taken out of the fight. If he only used one weapon during this mission, it would be this one.

BB's voice sounded in Rookie's ear, the A.I.'s fragment now safely stored in a data chip within the CSSHV's helmet. "I have to admit, I'm a little excited. I never had the chance to actually do one of these Helljumper drops before. ONI life can be a little sheltered at times." The A.I. really did sound almost giddy with anticipation.

Marcus paused in the act of stepping into his SOEIV. "You actually get excited at the prospect of a drop? That's sort of abnormal, you know."

"Well, unlike you, it's not like I'm risking my _entire _existence on the hope that this pod reaches the ground. And I'll be honest with you- one of the best days of my life was when I got to take a ride inside a Spartan's head." BB sounded like he was still in awe of that fact. "There is truly nothing like speeding along in a half-ton war machine, watching through their own eyes as they kick alien ass and take names."

"Yeah, whatever," Rookie muttered. He wasn't interested in hearing about the fantastic exploits of humanity's favorite 'heroes'. He ignored the A.I. as it rambled on and sat down in the seat of his pod, hitting the big lever on his right to seal the hatch.

"Reaper, you ready to go, buddy?" Rookie asked over his comms, cutting off BB. In the pod across the drop bay, Reaper grunted and muttered, "Ready as I'll ever be. We probably should have done a couple practice drops during our down time on Earth…"

Captain Lasky's voice cut over both of theirs, the sounds of a bridge preparing to exit Slipspace creating a lot of background noise in his comms. "Helljumpers, we're slipping back to normal space in 20 seconds. Are you both all set to drop?"

"Affirmative, sir," the Rookie replied. "Everything's prepped. Just make sure not to drop us in the middle of the ocean or anything."

A laugh sounded over the channel. "Will do, Marine. Exiting Slipspace in four, three, two…"

Rookie felt a slight sensation of nausea- nothing more, which surprised him- and then the noise of the ship's bridge springing into action filled his ear.

"Position- 26 kilometers above Septra Qui!" he heard someone shouting. "Drop location nominal! ODSTs are go!"

"Godspeed, Marines," Lasky said over the comms. "Drop bay release activated!"

Rookie heard a series of thumps, the sounds of other pods being dropped from the ship, and then he heard the _whoosh _of the launchers in his bay.

_Here we go, _was the only thing he had time to think.

The SOEIV launched.

He hurtled downward, out of the ship and into open space. Around his SOEIV, half a dozen other drop pods were falling to the planet, while the same time, a cluster of grapefruit-sized satellites were being deployed into Septra Qui's orbit, and the Black Cat exfil craft they would need to get off-planet was spiraling down to the surface, guided by the auto-pilot and hidden by its cloaking system. It would stay that way until they were ready to leave.

Rookie looked out of the shaking viewport of the pod and saw the _Infinity _already generating a Slipspace hole around itself. Within moments after dropping off all the assets for the mission, the massive ship transitioned back into Slipspace and was gone before any potential hostiles in the area would have any chance to detect it.

They were on their own.

Rookie scanned the space around his pod, seeing the other SOEIVs hurtling towards the planet below, flames building on their outsides. Besides the pods that the two Helljumpers were riding in, several other pods filled with weapons and supplies were being dropped as caches for the two to use once they hit dirt. There was even a pair of Mongeese being dropped- if whatever installation Halsey was at happened to be far away from the drop zone, the ODSTs would definitely need the small vehicles as transport.

"How you doing over there, Rookie?" he heard Reaper ask over the comms. The voice was shaking, the roar of their descent filling the channel, but the words were still legible. "Your pod holding together?"

"Yeah. How's yours?"

"It hasn't exploded or shattered yet, and we're almost through the stratosphere. Once we're done with the lower atmosphere, we should be good to go." Reaper sounded perfectly calm, despite his earlier misgivings about the drop. The Helljumper was entering that cool, utterly collected zone that Rookie had seen him in time and time again during their missions together.

It was that mental focus that had tipped Rookie off long ago that he had found a partner he could finally count on to not go dying on him.

A sudden massive increase in the shaking of the SOEIV drew Rookie's attention to his own situation. They had hit the lower atmosphere, and now the pod was being violently thrown around by the turbulence of re-entry. BB whooped in his ear, clearly enjoying the crazy ride to no end. Rookie almost chuckled at that; he had never seen an A.I. truly enjoy the things humans did before.

Fire was cooking the outside of the pod as if it was being bathed with a flamethrower, but the heat did not reach Rookie. He suspected the new armor was partly responsible for that, and once again he whispered thanks to Admiral Osman for the gift.

He couldn't wait to see the entire 105th outfitted with the awesome suits.

"30 seconds to impact," BB suddenly warned him. The A.I. had abruptly stopped yelling with excitement and was now processing the data of the SOEIV's descent, making sure that there were no emergencies to deal with. "Deploying parachute in three, two…"

Rookie hadn't even had a chance to reach for the parachute's manual release lever. Having an A.I. along for the mission really _did _have its advantages.

The parachute opened above him, and Rookie's stomach flipped as he was jerked upward by the sudden deceleration. Parachutes were opening all around him, and he fervently hoped that there was no Covenant nearby witnessing their descent. He was starting to get a good picture of the terrain they were falling towards from what he could see though his viewport, and most of the land he could see looked relatively barren.

Stealth was not going to be much of an option out here. If they were found, they would have to fight, regardless of what Osman or Lasky wanted.

"Firing rockets," BB declared. The deceleration increased even more as the SOEIV's thrusters now activated, making the Rookie feel as if he were about to be pancaked against the roof of his pod. There was a great deal more of violent shuddering, and then a massive bang sounded and he was jolted in his seat.

"Safe landing confirmed," BB said. "Welcome to Septra Qui, Helljumper. I hope you enjoyed the ride as much as I did."

Too disoriented to respond, Rookie shook his head in an attempt to clear it and banged his fist against the hatch release. The SOEIV's door popped open, and sunlight poured into the cockpit of the pod.

Rookie increased the polarization of his visor and pulled himself out of the pod with one hand, his grip tight on his rifle as he took a shaky first step onto the world of Septra Qui.

Two suns hung in the sky above him, one starting to set and the other still high in the middle of the sky. There were no clouds or signs of plant life to be seen; it was obvious that this area of the planet had no water cycle, if there was one anywhere on the world to begin with. Coarse, grayish dirt crunched under the boots of the heavy CSSHV that Rookie wore, and he left deep footprints behind him as he walked around a few paces, trying to shake off the effects of the drop.

_Footprints, _Rookie thought. _One more way to track us. We'll have to move fast here to avoid being caught. _

"BB, how bad was the dispersion of the pods?" he asked, trying to get his bearings regarding the rest of the dropped SOEIVs. He could only see one from where he stood; the rest were hidden behind the crests and ledges of the multiple small hills that lay throughout the area.

The A.I. was silent for a second, no doubt locating each and every pod, and then he replied, "The furthest pod fell approximately 4.7 kilometers from here. The rest are spread out along that distance."

The Rookie whistled in appreciation. "Not bad." For a drop of half a dozen pods, landing them all within five clicks of each other was an impressive feat. "That _Infinity _really is something. I wouldn't mind being posted on board just for the hell of it."

"Indeed." BB sounded smug, like he was enjoying the Helljumper's critique. "The ship is very good at these kinds of things, especially with someone like me to help out. I'm honestly very good at everything, especially military operations. I think Lasky wishes I was _Infinity's _A.I., instead of the Roland guy."

"You're full of yourself," Rookie muttered. He turned back to his SOEIV and reached inside, grabbing the rocket launcher and magnum within. He attached both the weapons to the ports on the armor that he had been shown in Sydney, and he hefted his assault rifle in his hands and started walking. "Highlight Reaper's pod on my HUD. Also, where is the closer of those two pods that had Mongeese in them?"

"Actually, that pod right across the way had a Mongoose in it. Reaper is about two and a half clicks from here. We really should avoid breaking radio silence, so I suggest you start…"

Rookie didn't even bother listening to the rest of the A.I.'s sentence. He started jogging towards the second SOEIV in the distance, keeping his rifle at the ready and looking around for any signs of Covenant.

They were in hostile territory now. And he would _not _let his guard down for even a second.

* * *

><p>Reaper stretched his back, looking up at the twin suns in the greenish-blue sky as his spine arched. The impact had been a bit rough, and he was still sore all over from the landing that had knocked him all over the inside of his SOEIV. Nevertheless, he was alive and not seriously injured, and so the Helljumper grabbed his shotgun, secured his other weapons, and walked over to the pod that had landed not fifty yards from his, shaking his leg a little to get some feeling back into it.<p>

A few quick jabs on the pod's door panel opened up the hatch, allowing him to peer inside. It was one of the weapon caches that had dropped with them; a sniper rifle and two DMRs lay on the racks inside. The DMRs looked banged up from the drop, and he already had his battle rifle anyway, but the weapons all used the same ammunition, and so Reaper reached in and grabbed the spare magazines, storing them in the pockets on his armor. He also took the sniper rifle, slinging it across his back next to his BR. Making sure all the weapons were safed and secured, he left the pod behind him, heading in the general direction of another SOEIV he had seen drop nearby, wondering if it had been Rookie's.

_Damn, this armor is cool, _Reaper thought. _I feel like a walking arsenal now. _

Before he could reach the next drop pod, the Helljumper heard a low growling noise that was growing louder by the second. He shifted his shotgun in his arms, watching intently for any Covenant aircraft, but a second later he recognized the sound- a Mongoose engine.

The Rookie appeared over one of the low-lying hills off to his left, gunning the engine of the quad bike and heading straight for his location. Reaper stopped where he was and waited as his friend finally reached his location and cut the engine, jumping off the vehicle before it stopped rolling.

"Hey, man," Reaper greeted him nonchalantly, making sure to keep his comms offline. "You enjoy your first drop in too damn long as well?"

Rookie shrugged. "It wasn't too bad. At least they dropped us close enough together that we didn't have to spend a whole day trying to link up." Reaper could see Rookie's weapons had survived the drop, and his fellow ODST seemed to have picked up a battle rifle of his own from one of the SOEIVs. Together, the two men had enough weaponry for about five people, although Reaper knew they were trying to get through the mission without having to use much of it.

Leaning forward, Reaper muttered, "Did your arm get roughed up at all?" Rookie didn't have to ask which one he meant; he rotated the prosthetic appendage of steel and wires that was all that kept him in active duty and nodded in approval. "It's good to go. Let's not waste any more time out here." Rookie tapped his helmet with a gauntlet-clad fist, ordering, "BB, point us in the direction of the nearest Covie structures you can find. We'll start our search there." He walked back over to the Mongoose, getting back on and starting the engine as Reaper stepped onto the small platform on the bike's rear.

Their HUDs both started streaming information as BB began using the mini-satellites launched by _Infinity _to relay images from across the planet to the insides of their helmets. In seconds, several Covenant structures were outlined on the ODSTs' display screens, with the distances to each one and the estimated numbers of hostiles present highlighted next to the images.

"Here," Rookie said. "This square looking thing, about 8 clicks north of here." The base looked small, and very few Covenant could be seen patrolling on or around it. A simple, straightforward target. "We'll take out the enemies here without raising the alarm, and we'll glean what information we can from their systems." He paused for a second, wondering about the last statement. "You _can _hack Covenant computers, I'm assuming?" he asked BB.

The A.I. scoffed. "Please. Easy pickings, all of it. We'll find out what we need to without any hassle at all."

Reaper nodded in agreement. "It's a good plan. We can swing around and check out the other places afterwards." He smiled within his helmet, eager to finally start shooting up alien bastards for the first time in forever. "For now, let's go have some fun. Gun it."

Rookie floored the engine, and the Mongoose took off across the barren hills, carrying the ODSTs back into the teeth of the enemy.

Back into war.

* * *

><p><em>(That one took a little longer than I expected. I was trying to get the drop sequence to seem more awesome; not sure if I succeeded. However, now we get to the real fun part- killing alien mofos. Next chapter will be out soon! Until then, read, review, and favorite!)<em>
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Blood and Glass

The Shangeili sniffed at the air, his long neck swiveling as he glanced left and right at the hills that surrounded his post, not expecting so see anything new. Hardly anything lived on this world except for a handful of hardy avian creatures, and the boredom was appalling. The Shangeili, Unggoy, and Kig-Yar in the outpost had seen an uneventful eight cycles now, with no change in the daily routines. However, the Shangeili was well disciplined, and he knew better than to question the plans of his leaders.

His name was Rol 'Kryak, a lineage he bore with pride. Three generations of their keep had fought in the war against the humans, and later, against the San 'Shyuum. Now they stood against the humans once more, the Didact's rise showing his people that they had been right all along- the Forerunners _were _real, and they _were _gods. And both the humans and the Arbiter were blasphemers, deserving nothing but death.

Rol had never been overly devout, but he had been just as infuriated as the rest of his keep when the Arbiter had, by all appearances, turned his back on the gods and sided completely with the humans. The very day that Shangelios had received word of Requiem's existence, the 'Kryak keep had sent its one remaining ship and their best warriors to join the host that Jul 'Mdama was gathering there. Together, the newly formed Storm Covenant had followed the humans into Requiem to seek out the Didact that 'Mdama had claimed would be their leader against humanity.

And now the Didact was gone. Missing, and presumably, dead.

But Jul 'Mdama still fought on, and the rest of the Storm Covenant still followed him. They moved from planet to planet, gathering more allies and preparing to face the humans and their infernal warship once more.

_Infinity. _Rol could not properly say the word, although he had heard several human warriors shouting it during a battle on Requiem's surface. A proud name, but a lie. Only the Forerunners built things that lasted forever. Humans could never hope to match their legacy.

The massive ship would be crushed by the growing forces that 'Mdama led. And now, with the wretched human woman aiding them, they would learn all of humanity's secrets and destroy them on their home planet, eradicating the vermin for good. The galaxy would never be troubled by their presence again.

Rol was jarred out of his thoughts by the jabbering voices of a pack of Unggoy below him. The Shangeili looked down from the large upper rampart that ran around the top of the base, watching the small creatures waddle along towards another of their kind, who was waving a paw at something to the east and yelling something that Rol paused to listen to.

_A flashing light on the hills? _he thought. What in the heavens were the foolish creatures babbling about now? There was nothing out in this waste that could produce such an effect. The only reason he and a few unlucky others were in this outpost in the first place was to watch for any attempt by the humans to capture the one called Halsey.

_Wait…_

Rol's head snaked around to the right to look for the phenomenon-

And then it snapped back, a vapor trail of blue gore exiting his skull as the Shangeili was felled by a bullet moving several times faster than sound. Blood splattered the ramparts around the body, and an instant later, a loud crack ripped through the air.

Two more such cracks sounded as the heads of the other two Shangeili on the ramparts burst apart in bright blue splashes. Lines of smoke lingered in the air where they had stood for a split second before disappearing into the breeze. One more round tore through the heads of both of the Elites that stood on the ground, painting the walls of the outpost with their blood.

Not five seconds had elapsed from the first shot to the last.

The two Jackal snipers that stood nearby squawked in alarm, but could do no more than raise their weapons and look around before several bullets punched into their chests, killing them instantly and knocking them both off the ramparts.

As the bodies fell from their posts, the pack of Grunts panicked at the sudden outbreak of death, all of them running for the Ghosts that lay next to the base. They did not get far. Several flashes appeared on the crest of the hill that had been the source of suspicion, and then bullets were tearing into the methane tanks of the Unggoy. One tank after another exploded, blowing the gray aliens apart or setting them aflame.

Their screams died out quickly, leaving the crackling of flames as the only noise in the air.

That, and the growing roar of a Mongoose engine.

Within the outpost, another Shangeili stood at the communication console, frantically trying to contact the nearest base and inform them of the attack. He had witnessed the deaths of the others and had not considered for even a moment to go outside and fight. The humans that were obviously here for the Halsey woman were delivering death from afar, and he could not stop them by himself.

But he could warn the rest of the planet about their presence.

The screen he stood at suddenly went blank, shocking the Shangeili for a second before he tried to re-activate it. Nothing happened, and he roared in frustration, pounding on the interface now. What was going on? The equipment had just been working fine a second ago!

In his fury, the tall alien failed to hear the muted growl outside that swelled and then cut off, or the crunching of vitrified soil under something that approached the base.

What _did_ get his attention was the clacking sound of a shotgun being racked.

The Elite turned and stared into the barrel of a human weapon that had several silver skulls painted on the sides. Behind it stood what looked like a midnight-black version of the Demons that had haunted his people during the first war.

"Surprise, motherfucker," a voice growled from within behind the helmet's silver visor.

The shotgun fired.

* * *

><p>Rookie stepped past the puddles of blue blood that that were growing around the corpses. Bodies lay everywhere around the base, most of them in pieces. He and Reaper were deadly at long range, both of the men having spent hours upon hours on the firing line with battle rifles and DMRs. Unlike Reaper, it was his preferred method of fighting, and it <em>worked<em>. The proof was in the gore that was turning the billions of minuscule shards of glass under his feet blue.

Rookie walked up the ramp of the Covenant outpost, moving through a corridor to find Reaper in the main room, looking through a storage unit full of Covenant weaponry. On the floor nearby, an Elite's corpse lay beneath a massive splash of blood on the wall. There was pretty much nothing left of the body from the shoulders up.

Turning away from the gruesome sight, Rookie instead looked at the monitors on the wall, opening the inner visor of his helmet. "BB," he asked, "you sure you cut them off in time?"

"I'm certain. There was no outbound signal traffic from this place," the A.I. said. A status light, indicating whether the micro-burst EMP they carried was activated, turned from green to red on Rookie's HUD, and the screens came back to life, one after another. "Hopefully, the communications here will be more helpful than at the last base we hit."

The outpost was the third location they had struck that day. The first hadn't even had communications; it was just an area for transport aircraft to pick up fuel and continue on their journeys. The other had included a communications platform, but it had not contained any data about Halsey's whereabouts. At both places, the ODSTs had wiped out the handfuls of Covenant troops that manned the stations, killing them quickly before any alarm could be raised. As per Captain Lasky's orders, they were avoiding a major fight at all costs.

Reaper pulled a plasma rifle out of the crate of weapons he was looking through, inspecting it for a moment before tossing it to Rookie. "Here," the Helljumper said, "you can take that to back up your sidearm. I'll stick with my M7s."

Rookie deftly caught the weapon, sliding it onto the weapon port on his right hip. His magnum already lay on his left; if necessary, Rookie could draw both weapons, one in each hand, and take the Covenant on akimbo style.

He almost laughed at that, imagining the sight in his mind. _Yeah, I could go all cowboy on the alien bastards, _he thought, _and they'd gun me down in seconds. We've got to fight smart while we're here. _

The Helljumper watched as information flowed across the monitors of the outpost's computers, BB rummaging through their contents with the wireless hacking equipment his NAV chip was equipped with. The A.I. hummed a tune as he worked, searching through all the data available at lightning speed. Cortana may have been an anomaly and an oddity to other A.I.s, but her battlefield experiences with Covenant systems had been shared with the rest of the A.I.s throughout the fleet, giving them the capability to access and utilize the enemy's information with ease.

Within seconds, he'd learned every single scrap of knowledge available at the outpost.

"Oh, here we are," BB said happily. Reaper and Rookie both blinked as new images popped up on their HUDs; one showed a large valley with several buildings scattered throughout it, Phantoms and Spirits filling every available space, while the other was a display of a huge purple building, at least three stories tall, with what looked like a small army of Storm Covenant troops and vehicles posted around it in a large camp.

"I saw this place earlier when the satellites first deployed, but I wasn't certain until now that the commanders of the Covenant remnant are there," the A.I. explained. "But there's no mistaking these communications they've been sending- Jul 'Mdama himself is at that command center, along with many of the Elites he's chosen to lead the Storm Covenant beside him."

Reaper grumbled in disappointment at that. "A shame _Infinity _couldn't stick around. One MAC round on that thing and this war would be over and done with."

"Reaper, we're here to _capture_ Halsey, not blast her to dust," Rookie admonished him. "It's likely she's in that base, so just blowing the thing sky-high isn't an option." He looked at the other image on his HUD, a large collection of Covenant aircraft. "Is this other place their main airfield?"

"Indeed. It's located about eight or so kilometers from that main base they're using; they apparently couldn't find any wide open space closer to them. And _that _means it's more than suitable for my plan."

Reaper tensed in indignation at the A.I.'s words. "We make the combat plans here, machine. Not you. We don't need-"

"Cool it man," Rookie cut him off with a warning glance. "Let's hear what he has to say."

"Thank you," BB said, clearly annoyed by the interruption. "As I was saying, I have a plan. The Covenant has a tendency to assume anyone piloting one of their vehicles is on their side. We can get inside that main base if we use their aircraft to do so."

Rookie thought about that for a moment, and then nodded. "So, sneak into that airfield, grab a Phantom, and just fly right in? Sounds legit, but… me and Reaper aren't rated to pilot enemy aircraft, BB."

"_I _am. Get aboard one of those Covenant transports and I'll tell you exactly what to do. Once we get inside that command center, you two can search the entire structure for Halsey." The A.I. paused, contemplating something, and then said, "I know Lasky and Osman wanted this to be a stealth mission. Your suits do have some limited cloaking abilities, but the two of you won't be able to sneak through that entire structure and perform a thorough search at the same time. You'll have to go in loud, which I'm sure you'll enjoy. I promise I won't tell the admiral."

"That does sound fun, BB," Reaper said, "but did you not notice the giant freaking _army _outside that place? We're good at this stuff, but all they have to do is swarm the building and we'll get overrun. All the ammo we have wouldn't stop them."

The A.I. chuckled evilly, and an image flashed through Rookie's imagination of the spinning blue cube with devil's horns and a pitchfork on it. "That's the fun part, Helljumper. All that glassing the Covenant did on this world, all those years ago? The local weather includes extremely strong winds that can turn the vitrified soil of entire landmasses into storms of razor-sharp glass. We're going to time our arrival with one of those storms and get inside the command center just before the storm hits. The Covies will seal the place up, the army camped around it will be sheltering from the glass storm, and you two will be alone with just enough hostiles to keep you happy."

Reaper laughed then, his attitude towards the A.I. turning around. "You are a devious little bastard, BB, I'll give you that. I actually like this plan; props to you for surprising me." Still chuckling, he pulled a plasma grenade from the weapon crate, attaching it to his belt as he started for the outpost's entrance. "Any idea when the next storm will be?"

"Two days. It'll take a full day of travel to reach that airfield, and then we'll simply conceal ourselves and wait."

"Fair enough. Rookie, come give me a hand with the bodies." Rookie took one last look at the Covenant communications systems before smashing them with his rifle stock, rendering them useless. He then followed Reaper outside, where his fellow Helljumper was already dragging the top half of a Grunt's body back into the base. Wordlessly, Rookie knelt and grabbed one of the Jackals, pulling the bird-like alien around to the door and hauling it inside. The vitrified soil beneath his feet crunched and tinkled as he dragged the body across the ground.

The grisly work took almost twenty minutes, since both of them had to work together to move the dead Elites, but soon, all the corpses were stacked in a pile within the outpost. No overhead aircraft would notice anything out of the ordinary, and the bloodstains blended into the purple hue of the building's walls fairly well. With luck, the destruction of the various garrisons they had attacked would go unnoticed until they had already captured Halsey.

"Man," Reaper commented, wiping blue blood off his hands, "that was some good shooting you did with the big rifle. Five hinge-heads in four shots is something I haven't heard of very often. You got enough ammo for the sniper to do that again?"

Rookie removed the empty sniper rifle from his back, taking another magazine out of a pocket on his armor and slapping it into the rifle. "I've got twelve shots left with this thing, but we won't have to worry about that now. You and that shotgun of yours are going to be the whole show inside that base, I bet."

Reaper's face grinned at him from within the ODST's helmet. The man looked excited at the prospect of a close quarters engagement. "Seems I will. Man, I really was worried that we weren't going to do anything exciting while we were here."

BB broke in with a huff. "I'm only supporting this because it's the fastest way to find Halsey. If we stood any chance of sneaking through that base, I'd take it; we have to keep our presence here unknown until the last possible moment. From what I found in the outpost's systems, though, that command center 'Mdama is using houses a good number of Covies- too many for you two to evade. An open search is our only chance to find the doctor."

"And when we find her?" Rookie asked. "You think we'll be able to just walk her out of there, cuffing her and reading off her rights? We'll have an army coming after us. That Black Cat isn't made for combat, so shooting our way off the planet is kind of out of the question."

The A.I. was silent for a while, apparently carefully thinking the problem through. Reaper and Rookie looked at each other for a second, wondering what BB could be planning.

Finally, BB spoke again. "Alright. I've got an idea that will probably work. It will take a lot of effort, and quite a bit of luck, but if we succeed we'll be able to escape the planet undetected, even once you two are done slaughtering everyone inside that base. We're going to have to clear that airfield of hostiles as well, though. And…"

Rookie didn't like the pause in the A.I.s voice. "What is it, BB?"

"…just be glad you're wearing those suits."

* * *

><p><em>(I was looking forward to this chapter, since I wanted to give a bit of insight of what the Storm Covenant are thinking during this whole conflict. Of course, since most of them are going to be killed, it might not matter too much what they believe, but hey- character development + death = better story. Also, for those of you who didn't know, vitrified soil is basically the glass left over from a Covenant glassing. A LOT of action in the next few chapters, it's going to be AWESOME! Follow and favorite!) <em>


	6. Breaking Storm

_This is going to be fun._

_Most characters in this story are owned by Bungie, 343, or the authors of the Halo books, particularly Karen Traviss. This is simply me borrowing their characters. _

_Enjoy!_

Breaking Storm

The wind howled across the aircraft-laden valley, the noise rising and falling in pitch as gusts buffeted Rookie from every direction at once. His armor rattled continuously, the billions of pieces of glass that flew through the air crashing against him like a lethal rain. Rookie admitted that BB had been right- he _was _glad to be inside the CSSHV. The glass shards, flung around at incredible speeds by the furious storm, would strip any unarmored individual caught in the open down to the bone in seconds. It was like a swarm of flesh eating insects had descended onto the planet, forcing every living thing to hide or be devoured.

But the Helljumpers weren't hiding. They were running right into the thick of the glass storm, descending into the valley filled with Covenant ships. A cluster of buildings lay on the edge of the valley, every single structure sealed tight against the wind and glass. Rookie and Reaper quickly made their way down the hills to the buildings, watching carefully on their motion trackers for any movement at all.

The plan depended entirely on the Covenant at the airfield not being able to warn their main base that the ODSTs had stolen a ship. If any of them made it out of the buildings and got away on their ships, the command center several miles away would be warned of their presence. There would be no surprise attack then, and the mission would likely fail. That could _not _be allowed to happen.

As they were closing on the first of the structures, Rookie swapped the assault rifle he carried for the SPNKr launcher on his back, readying the ammunition pod as he ran behind Reaper. They would have to fire the rockets at close range; BB had calculated the odds of the glass storm interfering with the flight path, and they were too risky at 30 meters or more from the target. Ahead, Reaper was sprinting straight for the door of the structure, his M7 submachine guns in his hands, his boots pounding into the glass surface of the planet.

Rookie ran until BB silently blinked a green status light on his HUD, indicating that he was within 25 meters of the doors. He slid onto one knee, took aim, and fired both rockets as quickly as he could, straining to hold the launcher steady in the howling wind.

Twin tails of exhaust quickly disappeared into the flying glass, the rockets flying just a few meters to the right of Reaper, and an instant later, both of them detonated against the doors of the Covenant building.

The fireballs had barely vanished before Reaper rammed his shoulder into the dented and smoldering door with the all the strength his powered armor could muster.

The door folded almost half, breaking inwards as its ruined hatch disintegrated under the weight of the CSSHV. Reaper burst into the structure amidst a cloud of flying glass, the shards shattering all over the walls of the first room and the tanks of the three Grunts who had just turned at the sound of the explosions. The short, gray aliens shrieked in high-pitched voices, raising their arms in front of their faces to shield themselves from the flying wall of glass.

The Grunts' efforts did not protect them from the hail of lead pouring from Reaper's submachine guns, however.

The ODST ran past the aliens as they crumpled to the floor, moving out of the glass storm that still blew through the destroyed doors and moving down the only hallway he could find. Rookie entered the structure a few moments behind him, splashing through puddles of blue blood with his assault rifle at the ready, and he saw Reaper turn the corner with his weapons up and immediately open fire.

Rookie caught up with his partner just as Reaper's fire overwhelmed the shields of an Elite Major, the tall alien dancing backwards as dozens of bullets punched through its red armor and jerked it around like a marionette. Reaper kept moving, dropping the empty magazines of his weapons to the floor and reloading with just one hand each- a trick Rookie had yet to master.

The two ODSTs moved swiftly through the building, encountering resistance in several of the corridors. Many Jackals and Grunts rushed them, plasma pistols flaring and bolts of green energy burning the walls all around. Short bursts from Rookie's rifle dropped each Jackal, his rounds knocking their gauntlet shields askew and drilling into the bird-like aliens' heads, while a continuous stream of fire from Reaper ripped into the Grunts, slaughtering them all in rapid succession. The halls quickly turned from purple to blue as the aliens were cut down, one after another.

Ahead, two Elites charged out of an opening door at them, while a third took off down a side hallway. The oncoming Elites roared and let loose with plasma repeaters, forcing Rookie and Reaper to move to either side of the corridor to avoid the plasma rounds.

"That other one's making a run for it," Reaper growled, watching the red blip on his motion tracker move farther and farther away. "His shields might buy him enough time to get to one of those ships."

"I'll take these two," Rookie said. He holstered his rifle and unhooked a frag grenade from his armor as more plasma flew past them. "Kill the other one out before he squawks to the command center."

Removing the grenade's pin with his thumb, Rookie held the frag for one second to cook it before throwing it down the corridor, drawing his magnum at the same time. As the blast resounded, he whirled around the corner, weapon up, and fired several rounds at the head of the first Elite he saw. The alien was dazed, having been thrown against the wall by the blast, and its shields were very weak. The rounds broke through almost immediately and plunged into Elite's head, one after another, spraying bits of brain against the wall it leaned on.

Rookie and Reaper both ran forward, Reaper leaping over the second Elite as it struggled to rise from the ground. Rookie tackled the alien back down and drew his combat knife, ramming it between the split lower jaws of the Elite, splitting the roof of its mouth apart and driving the edge home in the brain.

The Shangeili's body jerked once and fell still.

* * *

><p>Reaper turned the corner that the third Elite had taken and sprinted forward, only to be greeted with a blast of wind and glass in his visor. The back door of the structure had been unsealed, the Elite running out into the storm, and Reaper plunged into the open in pursuit of the fleeing alien.<p>

"On the left!" BB shouted in Reaper's ear. "First Spirit on the left! Its engines are warming up!" The A.I. was pushing the micro-burst EMP devices in their suits to the max, but it could only block communications throughout the area. Although the Elite piloting the Spirit couldn't call for help over his comms, there was nothing BB could do to stop him from physically traveling to the command center.

Luckily, Reaper was on the ball, pulling out a plasma grenade he had acquired the previous day during their initial raids. As he closed in on the drop ship BB had indicated, he drew back his arm and hurled the grenade at the anti-gravity engines on the bottom of the Spirit. The grenade stuck to the left flank of the ship, and an instant later, the detonation cut off all power to the engine there. The ship started to take off, immediately tilting to the side as only one engine produced any lift, and the Elite inside quickly shut it down when he realized that the Spirit wasn't going anywhere.

Reaper holstered his submachine guns and pulled his battle rifle off his back, approaching the ship with caution. He walked through the storm of glass, keeping his weapon aimed at the cockpit as he waited for the Elite to emerge.

The Spirit suddenly opened, and the alien slowly stalked out, personal shields flaring as they came into contact with the flying shards of glass once more. The shards all shattered against the shields, however, and the Elite stood up straight against the wind, staring at the ODST who watched him from behind a silver visor, rifle at the ready.

For a long moment, the two foes regarded each other, unbent by the strong winds around them.

And then the Elite pulled out an energy sword, roaring, and charged at Reaper.

The Helljumper froze, his trigger finger refusing to bend. He stared at the oncoming twin blades of plasma, his mind blanking except for a primitive urge to flee, brought on by the memories of his incident on the Ark.

It took BB's voice yelling in his ear to jar Reaper out of his panicked stupor. "Move, you idiot!"

The Helljumper blinked, and then he threw himself backwards as the sword arced over him, a foot away from his head. The Elite lunged again, but Reaper raised a leg and, with a mighty heave, caught the alien in the stomach and threw it backwards. He scrambled to his feet, bringing his battle rifle to bear, and he started firing off burst after burst at the Elite before it could get in another swing.

The Elite's shields, already slightly worn down from the glass storm, collapsed after the fourth burst, and blue blood fountained as multiple bullets struck it in the chest and throat. Reaper kept firing however, squeezing the trigger again and again until his rifle started clicking. After he realized the magazine had been emptied, the ODST gradually relaxed his iron grip on the rifle, and he lowered the weapon, staring through the flying glass at the pulped mess he had made of the Elite.

"Jesus, Marine…" BB said. The A.I. sounded shaken, as though _he _were the one who had just almost been killed. "What was that? There's nothing on your psyche profile that would suggest..."

"Maybe I let something slip by the shrinks," Reaper spat, anger replacing his fear. His hands trembled a little as he reloaded his battle rifle and started jogging back into the structure they had just attacked. "It's none of those bastards' business if I have a problem with the damn swords. They would have pulled me from active duty, and that was _not _an option. This is what I am; I'm not going to try to start a new life for myself. Even if it means having to face down more Elites and their friggin blades."

BB was silent after that, not offering any more comments as Reaper re-entered the building. Inside, he found many more bodies than when he had left; there were even a few dead Skirmishers, each one with several wounds to their legs and one round in their skulls.

He found Rookie sitting on an overturned Covenant weapon crate, the ODST breathing heavily with his rifle resting in his lap. Blue blood was splashed all over the side of his armor, and on the floor lay an Elite, many Grunts, and-

"The hell?" Reaper blurted, seeing the massive, gorilla-like body splayed in the corner. "Why would there be Brutes here? Aren't they and the Elites still mortal enemies or something?"

"Most are," BB said, "but a few developed a greater sense of loyalty to their Shangeili leaders than their own packs. There's still a Jiralhanae or two to be found among other Covenant remnants."

"Whatever, BB." Rookie shook his head, his breath slowly turning to normal as he pulled out a canteen from one of his back pouches. He yanked his helmet off and brought the canteen to his lips, taking a long drink. Sweat glistened in his salt-and-pepper hair, and the Helljumper's bright green eyes looked incredibly weary as he swallowed and held the canteen out for Reaper to take.

Reaper took the canteen and sat next to his partner, removing his own helmet. He took a far shorter sip of the non-recycled water, savoring the taste but making sure to save most of it for later. He looked around at the corpses around them, noting the coppery smell of their blood that was starting to permeate the air. "You haven't lost your touch for fighting, man."

Rookie chuckled, but there was no humor in it. He took the canteen back when Reaper offered it and put it away, securing it inside the armor. "The Brute went crazy and tried to spray spikes everywhere. That Elite made a pretty convenient shield, but… I'm going to need a new paint job for this suit. The rest went down pretty easily."

"I bet," Reaper agreed. "BB, any more you can detect in here?"

"Nothing. This place is a tomb now."

Rookie nodded, placing his helmet back on and making sure it sealed. He didn't want to go back out into that storm of glass without being certain that his suit was completely closed up. He was about to stand when he noticed Reaper's hands still trembling. One glance at the sheen of sweat on his fellow ODST's dark skin told Rookie everything.

"Did that Elite out there have a sword?" Rookie asked. Reaper nodded without replying, not looking at his friend. Rookie sighed, then stood and dropped the magazine from his assault rifle. He replaced it, checking the weapon over for damage it might have taken in the fight.

"Listen, Sean," Rookie said, his voice low and cautious, "you have to tell me right now if you're not able to continue with this mission. If you aren't, I'll do what I can on my own. I can't have you choking on me when we storm that base."

"I'm _fine, _Marcus," Reaper snarled. He stood, slamming his helmet back on and swapping his battle rifle for his shotgun. "Next Elite I see with a sword, I'm blowing it to friggin hell. Let's clear the other buildings."

He stalked away without letting Rookie respond, heading back out into the storm. Rookie sighed and followed, readying his weapons as he went. The rocket launcher took a second to reload; some glass had gotten caught in the ammunition pod's section of the launcher.

Entry tool ready, Rookie headed towards the next building.

* * *

><p>The rest of the day passed in a flurry of blood, glass, plasma, and fire. The ODSTs moved through the buildings that overlooked the airfield like vengeful ghosts, clearing each one with speed and efficiency. When Reaper's M7s finally ran dry, he didn't miss a beat, grabbing a plasma repeater from the Elite he had just unloaded his submachine guns' final magazines into. He kept the Covenant suppressed, never allowing them a single moment to counter attack, as Rookie picked them all off one by one with the same deadly accuracy he had always displayed.<p>

In the end, many of the Covenant did the Helljumpers' work for them. As Reaper eviscerated a Jackal with his knife and Rookie blew the head off another with an assault rifle burst during their storming of the final building, many of the remaining Grunts panicked and tried to flee out through the storm, completely losing their minds in their fear. Rookie listened as their shrieks were cut off quickly by the merciless, shredding glass that flew on the raging winds.

Reaper pulled his knife out of the Jackal, a deluge of blood following the blade out of the wound, and he flicked it to clear some of the gore off the blade. The ODST sheathed the knife, watching as Rookie finished off a wounded Skirmisher with a single shot to the head. Rookie hesitated, then leaned down and pried the shield gauntlet off of the wrist of one of the Jackals.

"You really think you're gonna get any good use out of that?" Reaper asked. He looked on skeptically as Rookie attached the gauntlet to the wrist of his armor. "The way we're slaughtering these guys, it's kind of clear those things don't exactly work all that well."

"These shields don't work against _us,_" Rookie replied, "but I doubt the Covies are used to dealing with them. Besides, I'm running out of ammo for everything except my handgun. It's time to start thinking outside the box."

"Whatever." Reaper looked through the pouches of his suit, trying to figure out how much ammo he himself had left. It was with alarm that the Helljumper noted the dangerously low amount of ammunition left for his battle rifle. The plasma repeater he had grabbed had very little charge left as well. "Well… shit. The only thing I've got nearly enough ammo left for is my shotty. We probably should've tried a different plan."

"Nothing else would have worked," Rookie countered, "and we're not totally out of ammunition. We've still got a lot of spare Covenant weapons. Grab what you want, and let's head out."

When they finally walked back out into the storm to look for a usable ship, they left over a hundred dead Covenant behind them, the insides of the airfield's structures painted blue with the blood of the fallen aliens. Embedded in the corpses was most of the ammunition they had brought with them. Everything else was back at the drop pods, nearly a day's journey away. They were going to storm a heavily occupied enemy base with hardly anything except some scavenged enemy munitions and a pistol and shotgun. And they didn't even know if Halsey was actually inside the place.

Rookie thought things were looking up for a change.

"I have to admit, this is the first mission I can remember where everyone involved is still alive and kicking after multiple enemy engagements," Rookie said as they approached a Phantom. "We may actually pull this off without a hitch."

"It's a tad early to be getting optimistic, dude," Reaper replied. "If we get rushed by a whole lot of Elites in there, I don't know if we're getting back out alive. This is the kind of thing Spartans were made for."

Rookie paused at the cockpit of the Phantom, looking back at his fellow ODST. His shoulders were tensed with indignation as he spoke. "You telling me Spartans can do something that we can't? And you call yourself a Helljumper?"

"Watch it," Sean growled. "Don't start that shit with me. I know you got a grudge with the freaks, but that doesn't mean they aren't pretty capable soldiers. We _can _take this base down on our own; Spartans would just have an easier time of it, is all I'm saying."

Rookie looked at him for a moment longer, then shook his head in disgust and climbed into the Phantom. "BB," he asked, "tell me what to do here. We need to get airborne pronto."

"Right. Start with that button with the triangle thing on it. Push that and the engines will start up. Afterwards…"

* * *

><p>The Phantom lifted away from the lifeless airfield, plowing through the clouds of glass that blew across the landscape. Picking up speed, it flew through the sky as the twin suns of the world descended past the horizon and darkness began encroaching upon the land. The two Helljumpers flew through the glass storm, heading right at the heart of the enemy.<p>

Heading on a collision course with humanity's greatest threat.

* * *

><p><em>(Well, that was fun. Killing Covenant has always been exciting, but normal humans beating up on Elites? We haven't seen that in the games before. Of course, we've never seen a protagonist with an innate fear of energy swords after being sliced open by one. SeanReaper clearly has some mental issues he's working on. I hope those don't cause any problems in the future…._

_-Ominous pause-_

_Anyway, the next chapter may require some time to write, due to the large amount of ass kicking that will be involved. I'll work as fast as I can, but school still comes first, guys!)_


	7. One Hunt Ends, Another Begins

_I apologize for the long wait, my friends. The end of school was a nightmare, and I was barely able to get any work done at all. This summer hasn't been much better either. For those of you who have stuck with this story since the last chapter, thank you. I promise to update faster from now on._

_By the way, in case any of you are wondering how two normal humans are taking on all of these Covenant themselves, just remember that they AREN'T two normal humans- they're badass, experienced ODSTs with powered armor that is still strong in its own right, even if MJOLNIR armor is still superior. A handful of Elites are not nearly enough to take down Rookie and Reaper. And besides, many of you played Halo 3: ODST- I think all those dead Brutes and Hunters in the streets of New Mombasa are proof enough. _
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One Hunt Ends, Another Begins

The incessant tapping went on and on as millions of glass shards shattered against the cockpit of the Phantom, the howling winds still tearing across the landscape without abating. The noise of the storm outside mixed with the ongoing chatter of Covenant voices that filled Rookie's comms as BB contacted the Storm Covenant command center, trying to convince the aliens to allow the Phantom into the base. Apparently, the A.I.'s original story hadn't been totally bought by the Covenant, and now BB was improvising as fast as his super-genius intellect could work.

For the last half hour, Rookie had been forced to listen to this mad symphony of noise, and it was slowly driving him crazy.

Despite the distractions, he was still able to fly the Phantom in a relatively straight line with BB's help, and while any visual piloting was effectively impossible with the storm raging around them, BB had been able to figure out how the Covenant radars worked and would advise Rookie to make course corrections from time to time. By this method they made their way towards the Covenant base, the nerves of the Helljumpers growing more and more raw as they approached.

Normally, such a mission would be exciting for ODSTs like them, not unnerving. But as the Phantom flew over the surface of Septra Qui, the motion trackers of the ODSTs began blinking with red dots; dozens at first, then hundreds, until at last the trackers were overwhelmed with contacts, blaring out a stark reminder of just how outnumbered they truly were. The army camped around the Covenant command center was something Rookie suspected even Spartans would hesitate to face off against.

Behind the pilot's seat, Reaper was shaking his head in amused wonder. "This is nuts," he muttered, a humorless chuckle escaping him. "We're flying straight into the middle of _that_ for one old lady…"

"One old lady with a grudge and the brains to act on it," BB replied. The A.I. was currently splitting his attention between his dialogue with the Covenant and his assistance with flying the Phantom, and now he included Reaper in his assortment of conversations. "She made the Spartans, and that was back when everything she did had to be kept a secret. While that was undeniably a success, top-secret projects can be limited in their potential. So tell me, Marine- what do you think she'll be capable of under the Covenant, with no restrictions or consequences to hinder her?"

Reaper fell silent, chewing on that thought. In the oddly-shaped pilot's seat, which Rookie was uncomfortably hunched over in, the ODST had listened to the exchange and muttered in reply, "She'll be capable of anything. We don't have a choice here, Reaper. She's got to be taken down before she brings this war to an early end- an end that involves humanity losing."

"I know," Reaper replied. "It's just going to be pretty dicey extracting her. As soon as we make a run for it, that whole army is going to be after us, glass storm or no. And I doubt they'll let us just hand her back over and walk away if we get caught."

"Then we'll do our best to _not_ get caught. If we fail, we'll execute her and go down fighting."

BB cut in with a sarcastic grunt. "On that happy note…" The A.I. highlighted an area on their motion trackers; a gap in the huge sea of red contacts. "There's the base," BB said, "and they've finally agreed to let us in. Start swinging down and around to the left. The hangar they're opening is on the opposite side, away from the storm's wind."

"Finally," Reaper muttered, "we can get this over with. Out of curiosity, what did you tell them to make them let us in?"

"I told them that we have evidence of humans landing on Septra Qui and that we had to bring it there in person," BB answered. Rookie could almost see the A.I.'s evil grin as he continued, "Technically, I'm not even lying to them. We _are_ bringing them evidence of a human presence on the planet. The evidence will just be a little more convincing than the Covies might have hoped for."

Rookie laughed at that, even as he carefully started the Phantom's descent towards the base. "I think they'll figure it out for themselves once we get inside," he quipped. "The only question is what they're going to do with Halsey once they realize we're there. They might try to get her out of there, or make a stand inside the base, or…"

"…or, if we're lucky, they'll kill her so we can't take her back," Reaper interjected. "We could turn right back around and hightail it out of here without having to drag her with us. Best case scenario, am I right?"

Rookie was silent for a long moment. "…Yeah. Let's hope for that." His hands tightened on the Phantom's controls even as he steered the dropship. If BB noticed, the A.I. didn't ask any questions. He simply continued his conversation with the Covenant within the command center as the Phantom descended through the storm, their destination soon becoming visible even through the murky darkness outside. The Covenant base was massive, five stories high and almost a quarter mile in diameter. Its shape was similar to that of a beehive, although instead of just having one entrance, multiple hangars and doors were embedded in the walls, all of them shielded against the flying glass.

One such hangar suddenly became highlighted on Rookie's HUD, a small courtesy from BB. Rookie managed to just barely steer the Phantom around the base while keeping the ship level, and they were soon lined up directly with the hangar door.

"Alright, they're lowering the shield in just a second," BB muttered. "Just nose the ship in slowly when they do and power it down. We'll have to move fast once we're inside."

"Agreed," Reaper said. The ODST had moved up behind the pilot's seat, hunched over in the confines of the Phantom's odd cockpit, and was staring through the viewport as the drop ship got closer and closer to the Covenant base. "If we get bogged down in there, we'll be swamped as soon as their army can get into the base. We gotta do whatever we can before the storm lightens up."

Rookie nodded. "Any idea how much time that gives us, BB?" he asked.

The A.I. was silent for a moment. "Maybe twenty minutes. Half an hour at the most"

The tight deadline was nothing new to the ODSTs; they had fought to beat the clock many times before. What caused a seed of doubt to start growing in the back of Rookie's mind was the certainty of death that awaited them if they didn't find Halsey in time. There would be no chance of survival if the Covenant army outside the base stormed the building while they were still inside.

Assuming they even managed to survive against the aliens already inside the place, of course.

These thoughts kept Rookie preoccupied as he slowly lined the Phantom up with the opened hangar door and eased the dropship through, the cockpit brightening suddenly as the darkness of the storm outside was replaced with the glaring lighting of the Covenant command center. The sound of flying glass shattering against the Phantom vanished, blissful silence taking its place. Many Grunts and a handful of Elites could be seen throughout the hangar as the Phantom floated in, and Rookie began counting the number of hostiles present out of habit. He had always liked knowing exactly what he was up against.

One Elite could be seen on the hangar floor, gesturing at the ODSTs' dropship and pointing at an empty space in the hangar next to a Spirit. Even as Rookie saw the alien, BB muttered in his ear, "Do what that one's telling us to. Let's act naturally until we no longer have a choice."

The loud, haunting whine of the Phantom's engines started to get softer as Rookie slowly powered it down, bringing the ship to a gentle landing with BB's guidance. He unstrapped himself from the pilot's seat and stretched, feeling a few small cramps disappear as he got out of the confined space. In the troop bay of the Phantom, Reaper was loading up his shotgun and attaching a plasma repeater to the back of his armor. Walking over to the small pile of captured Covenant weapons they had taken with them, Rookie hefted a needle rifle and grabbed some spare pods of ammunition for the weapon. He also picked up a plasma pistol, checking the charge before holstering the sidearm opposite his magnum.

Thus armed, the two ODSTs turned towards the risen ramp of the Phantom that was hiding the drop ship's contents from view. They both stood in silence for a moment, contemplating what was just outside their ship. Momentarily, Rookie's hand slowly reached up to the switch on the hull that would lower the ramp, while Reaper pulled a frag grenade from his armor and palmed the explosive.

"Well," Rookie said, his voice steady and nonchalant, "should we get started?"

Reaper's tone was like ice, the veteran ODST back in that focus zone Rookie had seen him in time and time again. "Let's do this. No stopping until we've got Halsey."

Rookie merely nodded, before pressing the switch with his thumb and watching the ramp descend.

The Covenant troops in the hangar turned and froze at the sight of two humans standing within the newly-arrived drop ship.

And then Reaper threw the grenade into the midst of the aliens.

* * *

><p><em>Three hours later…<em>

Jul 'Mdama was furious. He was also confused, exasperated, and determined to deal with the sudden emergency that had arisen, but most of all, he was furious.

As his personal Phantom approached the northern command center, a flight of six Banshees escorting the drop ship, Jul could already see smoke rising from multiple places in the base. Scorch marks also dotted one side of the structure around a hangar exit, and the remains of a destroyed Banshee lay strewn on the ground below. A pile of bodies was being burned outside the base, their foul reek being wafted into the air by the wind.

And from what he had heard from the survivors of the attack, a mere two humans had been the source of it all.

_I should never have let that damned human woman leave my presence, _Jul thought to himself as his Phantom entered an undamaged hangar and landed on the floor as many Elites gathered around, waiting for him to disembark. _I should have known the demons would come for her. And now, to hunt her down with more storms to come…_

It would be nearly impossible to find the Halsey woman once the glass storms had begun again- assuming the human soldiers who had taken her hadn't simply executed the doctor and fled the planet. Jul knew that was all too likely, since the humans had already made one attempt on her life. The Storm Covenant could make use of Halsey alive, but the humans no longer needed her. They had made that abundantly clear.

The Phantom's ramp descended, and Jul stormed off the drop ship, light from a fire in a nearby hallway flickering off his black armor. The Elites in the hangar all knelt in unison, and one Ultra spread his hands before him as he began to speak. "My lord, forgive us for this grievous error. Our warriors are already hunting for-"

Jul seized the Ultra by the throat and turned, slamming him against the side of the Phantom. The necks of the others shot up in alarm, and the Ultra wheezed and struggled for air as Jul growled with rage, "I might have had forgiveness in my heart if you fools were already out there yourselves hunting for the ones that did this, and not idling around like a pack of dullards, hoping your failure fixes itself!" The black-armored Elite threw the Ultra to the floor beside him, and the disgraced warrior stumbled to his feet and backed away, head low and eyes cast towards the floor.

"Who among you can tell me what manner of demons did this?" Jul spat at the others. "That 'Master Chief' the Arbiter reveres, or those fools who opposed us on Requiem several cycles ago? Speak!"

"My lord…" one of them began, voice low, "it was not demons that attacked us. They did not move like demons or fight like them. Yet they were still a greater threat than we were prepared for."

"What WERE they, then?!" Jul thundered. His patience was growing thin, for the humans could be fleeing even further away as they spoke.

Yet Jul was experienced enough to know that running blindly after humans that had done this much damage would be foolish- and likely suicidal. He did _not _plan on dying before the God-Didact returned from his disappearance. And Jul was certain the Didact would return. He had to, or else the humans would never pay for their crimes.

The Elite who had spoken shifted his long neck so he could look Jul in the eye. "It was two of the soldiers called Helljumpers. The fools who fall from the sky in their own coffins. Their armor was somewhat different, but I fought them enough in the war. I am certain that is what we are facing."

A retort died in Jul's mouth as he considered that. The human warriors that dropped from space were surprisingly deadly- he had seen many a fellow Elite fall to them before. The vermin had been smart, never directly attacking their stronger foes, always darting about like rodents and picking off their enemies. And the two that had attacked the northern command center were clearly something more than the others; something Jul had not seen before. The many corpses of Grunts and Elites being pulled out of the building and burned outside were evidence of that.

They were not demons, and yet they were just as fierce as the demons were. Jul could see now how Halsey could have been taken. And he knew what it would require to get her back.

Jul turned to the group of Elites who still knelt before him, waiting for him to speak. His gaze swept over them in disgust before Jul said, "Tell all those you sent after them to end their pursuit. Bring our forces together and start preparations to leave this planet."

Their faces all immediately registered surprise at his words. "My lord," one began, "if we stop chasing the humans-"

Jul's burning eyes locked onto the Elite who'd dared to speak. "You wish to question me?" His voice, soft with suppressed anger, threatened death at the slightest provocation. The Elite he watched seemed to shrink against Jul's wrath and did not speak again.

Jul turned and stalked back to his drop ship, where the handful of Elites who made up his personal guard stood beside the Banshees and Phantom, all of them stony-faced as they waited for their leader's commands. Jul stomped over to the three furthest from him- a trio of Elites wearing Zealot armor from their days in the Prophets' forces, all with energy swords strapped to their waists.

Jul addressed the foremost member of the three. "Krel," he said, "you three will find the Halsey female. The human warriors who took her will be trying to conceal themselves from large forces. They will not expect three lone enemies." The black-armored Elite rested one four-fingered hand on Krel's shoulder, looking his trusted subordinate dead in the eye. "Kill them both, but allow no harm to befall the woman. We still need her"

"Your will, my lord." The Elite clapped a fist against his chest, then turned away and climbed into his Banshee. The other two Zealots followed suit, and the mournful droning of the Banshees filled the hangar as the aircraft all lifted from the floor and departed from the hangar. Once outside the base, their thrusters all fired, and soon the trio of crafts was speeding over the land, quickly vanishing over the hills of Septra Qui.

Jul watched them depart before striding up the ramp of his Phantom, followed by the remainder of his guard. His long neck snaked around as his gaze fell upon the pilot. "Take us to the Forerunner ruins of this planet. The Janus Key piece is no longer safe. I will secure it myself rather than trust the over-zealous fools I left to guard it." As the pilot nodded and began to power the ship, Jul settled down into his seat, a strange sense of foreboding coming over him.

If the humans were already trying to clean up their mistakes from the battle of Requiem, it meant they were planning a new move. And Jul wanted his followers to be ready when the accursed _Infinity _returned to challenge them.

* * *

><p>Catherine Halsey had never been drunk once in her life.<p>

Thus, she had never experienced the symptoms of a hangover before. Not three seconds after her eyes first opened, however, a splitting headache slammed into her skull, and she shut her eyes against the pain and dizziness it brought on. Her tongue felt like thick wool inside her dry mouth, and her ears were ringing. Catherine imagined it was what waking up after a night of binge drinking must have felt like.

Even above the ringing in her ears, though, she could still hear the raised voices that had roused her from her deep sleep. Any other person might have been more concerned with the fact that they were hearing a human voice for the first time after weeks amongst aliens, but Catherine Halsey was different from most other people. Keeping her eyes closed, Halsey tried to focus on what was being said to see if it pertained to her.

"…said that 'Mdama would be in the base! Why the hell was he missing?!"

Silence for a moment, then the voice growled again, "Even if it _was_ faked, I don't get how you could tell Halsey was there and at the same time not know that 'Mdama _wasn't_! We could have gotten out sooner if we hadn't searched for him!"

Halsey's curiosity was piqued. Slowly opening one eye, she could make out the silhouette of an armored ODST trooper through her blurry vision. The soldier sat on the other side of a small fire, the flames casting shadows against the rock walls around them. Wherever she had been taken, Halsey concluded, it was some random place outdoors- _not_ UNSC territory. And the Helljumper hadn't killed her in her sleep, which meant she was probably not in any imminent danger yet.

With that in mind, Catherine opened her eyes the rest of the way and started to pick herself up from the ground. The Helljumper's helmet rose sharply when she moved, Halsey freezing when the silver visor caught her with its gaze, and for a second the two of them stared at each other. The hair on the back of Catherine's neck rose as she returned the silent gaze of the ODST.

With effort, Halsey managed to force words out of her dry throat. "Where… where am I? Where have you brought me?"

The ODST did not reply. He simply stared at her for a moment longer.

And then he slowly drew a combat knife from where it was holstered on his shoulder.

* * *

><p>(<em>Once again, sorry for the wait. Life's been a bitch. That's all I can say.<em>

_Considering how many sidekicks of Jul's we killed in Spartan Ops, it occurred to me to make some new ones for this story- OCs, if you will. I still remember all the times in Halo Reach where I made it through most of the Pillar of Autumn level without dying, only to be shut down by those damnable Zealots at the end. Lucky mofos got to duel-wield plasma rifles even though we couldn't :/_

_Anyway, those memorable enemies from Reach got me thinking- if Rookie managed to kill all those Covies in New Mombasa, what could possibly present a real threat to him? The answer- the only aliens that presented a threat to Noble Six himself. Because no matter how awesome Rookie may be, he will NEVER compare to Six. Ever._

_I'm going to enjoy these next few chapters._

_The outcome of the attack on the Covenant base will be explained, no worries. I just enjoy cliffhangars. _

_Favorite, follow, and review!) _


	8. The Calm Before The Storm

_Alright, time for stuff to go down. Septra Qui has gotten chaotic- the ODST's are either getting off the planet, or they'll die trying. And I'm honestly not sure which one it'll be._

_Most characters in this story are owned by Bungie, 343, or the authors of the Halo books, particularly Karen Traviss. This is simply my borrowing of their characters._

_Enjoy!_

The Calm Before The Storm

* * *

><p><em>The whine of flying plasma filled the air, yet strangely, the sound was muffled far more than it should have been, even with his helmet on. He couldn't tell if he was going deaf, but he was certainly about to go blind. Bright flashes burned his eyes again and again as glowing plasma rounds and shiny needles flew by, drilling into the walls or floor or flying through the air between him and the black-armored figure who ran alongside him, the shotgun in its hands firing as fast as it could be pumped. Blood was everywhere, thick blue and purple blood that stained the hallways and ran along the floor and covered his arms and chest plate and visor. The streams of blood shone eerily in the light of the fires that burned in every corner and consumed countless corpses. Red was mixed into the stream too, a steady trickle down his leg from the burnt and blackened hole in the armor. His captured plasma rifle jumped in his hands, the loud reports falling upon nearly-deafened ears as blue energy tore an Elite's arm from its shoulder. He turned the corner and caught a glimpse of grey hair and a wrinkled human face and he raised his weapon to aim even as a huge glowing sword came down towards his arm-<em>

* * *

><p>Rookie jerked awake, his shoulder almost slamming into the cave floor before he caught himself with his elbow. He spent half a second trying to move his right arm before the events of the previous day came back to him. Bracing himself, the ODST looked down at the mangled remains of his prosthetic arm, half of the metal limb sheared off with wires and shards of titanium alloy sticking out all over. The burn marks from the energy sword that had destroyed it stood out; blackened, melted alloy mixed with steel-gray metal.<p>

_Son of a bitch. _

There was no fixing the ruined prosthetic; he had only left it on the other day because he had been far too busy working to hide himself and Doctor Halsey. Now that he had free time, however, the problem had to be dealt with. It would only get in the way at this point.

Grunting, Rookie reached around with his left arm, finding the releases on his upper armor and separating the plates until he could reach the receiving dock for the prosthetic. The plates of armor on his arm fell to the ground, clanging, as he took several pieces of the CSSHV off. Several switches released the metal limb's neural and physical connections, and with a quick pull and a wince, Rookie yanked the ruined prosthetic off, holding it up and looking the replacement arm over as its metal surface reflected the light of the small fire he had started hours ago. After four years of using the prosthetic, the ODST was rather unnerved by the fact that it would have to be replaced. It was almost like losing his real arm all over again.

"How'd you lose it?"

Rookie had not noticed the doctor awaken. He turned his head slowly, eyeing Halsey as she watched him place the prosthetic on the cave floor by his side. For a moment, the Helljumper considered remaining silent; he had heard about just how manipulative Halsey could get when she got people talking. He quickly admonished himself for being paranoid, remembering that BB was listening even then and confident that the A.I. was more than a match for the aging woman. Rookie turned back to the fire, staring into it as he spoke slowly.

"I was one of the guys that followed Miranda Keyes and the Chief through the portal, back when the war was ending," he said. The Helljumper thought he saw Halsey's face twist in anguish for a brief moment when he said the names, but when Rookie looked more closely the doctor simply appeared mildly interested once more, and so he continued talking. "I got assigned along with a few others from the 105th to back up Master Chief when he scouted the Ark for a staging area that we could use to secure the Cartographer. We had just taken down a Hunter pair and cleared a Covie AA gun…" He could almost feel the relentless desert sun again, see the giant in green armor leap from behind the rocks and charge a Brute pack, plasma grenade in hand. The memories were still strong years after the war's end.

"We found some Marine scrubs whose Pelican got shot down. They joined up with us and the Chief to help us fight our way to the Mongeese they had left behind, and, well… some Brutes came over the hills in those Prowlers they used to use. The Chief took care of them with a rocket launcher, but one of their gunners… he got a burst off at me before I could get to cover."

It had felt like his whole body had gone cold; even when he had looked to the right and seen his arm lying five feet away in the reddened sand, there hadn't been any pain, just an intense chill. Now when the others had moved him into the downed Pelican to wait for medevac- _that_ had hurt. "I had to sit in that damn Pelican for half a day while everyone else got to tear the Covenant forces apart with an armored column. Last battle of the war, and I was out in the first half hour." Rookie shook his head in disgust. It still rankled him, even after all that time.

Halsey watched him for a long moment, her eyeglasses flashing with reflected firelight, before she asked, "Didn't the Flood join the battle partway through? I'd imagine most people would be eager to stay out of any conflict involving the parasite."

Rookie snorted with edged humor. "Lady, you clearly don't know ODSTs. We don't _ever_ back down from battles, even against messed up plague zombies or whatever the hell the Flood is." The Helljumper looked over at the old woman, noting the loose-hanging left sleeve of her white jacket. "How about yours?"

Halsey squinted at him. "Pardon me?"

"Your arm. How'd you lose yours?"

The doctor took far less time to answer than Rookie had, and when she spoke, it was with a sharp tone, her anger about the incident still evident. "When _Infinity _returned to Requiem after the New Phoenix incident, the Storm Covenant were waiting for us. I was trying to find a certain… Forerunner individual when Jul 'Mdama sent the Promethean Knights onto Infinity in an attempt to capture me." She paused, reflecting on what to say next. A poor choice of words here could convince the ODST that she was a threat, just as her actions on Requiem had apparently convinced ONI. "They succeeded and brought me to Jul, who spared me in exchange for telling him everything I had discovered so far, since we turned out to be searching for the same person. When ONI found out, they sent a hit squad after me."

Her face contorted in fury. "Spartans. They sent Spartans to kill the person that had started the project to begin with. I might have appreciated the irony had they not put a bullet through my arm. The Covenant took it off to stop the blood loss."

Rookie did not comment. ONI really was a ruthless bunch, and he had known that from the start. But eliminating a resource as valuable as Halsey just because she had been forced to cooperate with the enemy? Rookie knew better.

The doctor was hiding something. He could've figured that out even without BB muttering into his ear a moment later, "She's lying. Spiked heart rate and everything, it's clear as a bell. Think we should press her for the truth?"

The Helljumper was about the reply, but then Halsey glared at the ODST again. "You seemed ready to take my other arm off yesterday, though," she muttered, raising her bandage-wrapped right arm, the cuts beneath the wrappings still fresh from the other day. "What was that about? Some pre-interrogation torture or something?"

Rookie returned her glare without moving a muscle. "The Elites have good noses. They could track us by following your scent." He raised his knife, the blade still covered in a dried mixture of blue and red blood. "I laid down some false trails leading away from here last night using your blood. We'll wait till nightfall to give the Covies a chance to pass us by before we make a break for the extraction ship."

"An impressive plan," Halsey said in a sarcastic tone. "And I suppose that other ODST that was with you will show up, guns blazing as you two shoot your way off this planet in a heroic escape? Another great story to add to the reputation of the Helljumpers?"

The hilt of Rookie's knife slammed onto the floor next to him, the resulting crack of metal on stone ringing through the cave. Halsey shut her mouth, suddenly concerned that she had underestimated the soldier. For all she knew, he could still kill her at any moment.

"When we dragged your unconscious ass out of that Covenant base," Rookie growled, "we stole a Spirit and ran like hell itself was chasing us. My buddy, Reaper, flew that thing over a hill and let me jump off while carrying you. The Covenant followed him while I carried you to the nearest hiding spot I could find." His eyes burned with fury as he stared the aging woman down. "He was a great soldier, and he's most likely dead now- and he died so I could have a chance to complete our mission. I am bringing you back to the UNSC, and I will drag you there if necessary. But you will _not _mention him again. Is that clear?"

"Yes," Halsey whispered.

"Good. Get some rest, you'll need it if we're going to move quickly tonight," Rookie ordered her. Doctor Halsey looked like she might argue, but the old woman simply turned away after a second and lay back down, her back to both the fire and to Rookie. The Helljumper watched the doctor a moment longer before leaning back against the cave wall, quietly groaning as his wound flared up.

It had happened just before the ODSTs had found Halsey during their assault on the Covenant command center. Rookie's stolen plasma weapon had run out of charge, and as he had ducked to the ground to grab something, _anything _he could use from one of the many corpses they had left bleeding on the floor, an Elite had gotten off two lucky shots- the first plasma round burning through most of the titanium plate that covered his hip, and the second round splashing through the hole, searing the rest of the plate to a crisp and simultaneously charring and cauterizing the skin beneath.

If Reaper hadn't grabbed his arm and pulled him to his feet, Rookie would have gone down then and there. The last of their grenades had been hurled down the corridor to buy a few precious seconds as Reaper shoved their emergency bio foam can into the hole, emptying the life-saving substance into Rookie's roasted wound. It had gotten him back on his feet, but it had cost the Helljumpers their momentum. The rest of the fight had been short, brutal, and bloody, and they had barely been able to kill Halsey's guards, grab the doctor, and escape aboard the Spirit.

It still hadn't been enough. The Covenant had been able to follow them, and Reaper had used himself as bait to give Rookie the time he had needed. His friend, the only one who had made it through the long conflict with the Covenant, was gone.

_Pull it together, Rookie, _the ODST berated himself. _Beat yourself up when there aren't Covenant around who are all too willing to do you the favor. Osman will hunt you down in the afterlife and make Hell seem like a vacation in paradise if you screw this operation up._

"BB," Rookie muttered, "wake me up when the sun's just about set. I'm going to nod off for a while. And keep an eye on the doctor."

"That'll give you about six hours of sleep," BB voice said in his ear, nonchalant as ever. Rookie could tell that the A.I. was intrigued by the stories that had been swapped between the doctor and ODST, however; his tone was calmer and far more polite than it normally was when BB spoke to humans. "Want me to keep checking the satellite footage for any signs of Reaper?"

That gave the Helljumper pause. The last the satellites overhead had seen of Reaper was the Spirit they had stolen descending into a thick forest, which it had not emerged from. The fleet of Covenant dropships that were in pursuit had followed the Spirit in, and half an hour later, the aliens had started reemerging, one or two ships at a time. The entire force had split up from there, flying all over the place for a while- likely searching for Halsey and him- before they had started returning to their base one by one.

Rookie didn't like it. There was no way in hell that the Storm Covenant would give up before they had found Halsey. While it was plausible that they were regrouping to start a second, larger search attempt, everything he had heard about Jul 'Mdama made it seem like the Elite commander would push his forces to the brink before letting them ease up on their efforts to find the escaped humans.

Something else was going on. And Rookie wanted to be on the Black Cat ship and off Septra Qui before they found out what it was.

"Sure," Rookie muttered. "Wake me if you find anything, but other than that, just… just let me get some sleep…"

"And the plan for when we get into orbit?" BB asked. "Think we should get to work on figuring out how we're going to escape the planet without their fleet following us?" The A.I. paused then, annoyed at the lack of reply. "Rookie? Are you listening?"

But the ODST was already snoring softly within his helmet, the previous days' exertions finally hitting him full force.

* * *

><p>The sun was rising, as well as the wind. Krel's nostrils flared as he breathed in the many scents that swirled along on the breeze, alien and uncomfortable to inhale. The planet was rotten; the glassing it had undergone had made it a terribly uninhabitable place. While the particular forest he trekked through had not been subjected to the plasma weapons of his people, a nearby lake and the human populace that had resided there had been. And even after all these years, the burnt land and dirty glass still carried a stench that carried for miles. It was not the charred smell that held his attention, however; it was the scent of humans. Faint, but still there, and still within his ability to track.<p>

The Elite moved slowly, careful to not disturb any brush or snap fallen tree limbs beneath his hooves. For a large Shangeili such as himself- almost eight and a half feet tall- Krel was unusually dexterous, a result of the many hunts he had undertaken as a youngling in the Mordun keep. The keep was small, impoverished, and made up of simple farmers or hunters that scoured the forests for ample game- and such lineage had earned him the mocking of his peers when he and the few other able-bodied members of his keep had joined the Covenant fleets during the war against the humans.

Few of them had returned.

Krel had disciplined himself ruthlessly, working to become a warrior that stood above the rest. As a result, he had survived the fierce conflict on the planet the humans called Reach, and he had escaped the betrayal of the Brutes with a handful of his kin. Krel's stubborn refusal to fall had carried him through the great disasters the Shangeili people had suffered in the past years, but most of his brethren from the keep were not so lucky. His two cousins serving with him as Jul 'Mdama's right-hand warriors were the only others that he knew had survived.

Many of his friends and family were dead, and the Prophet's lies had made their deaths worthless. As a result, when 'Mdama had rallied the Storm Covenant to him with a promise to seek out the surviving Forerunners and right the wrongs done to the Shangeili, Krel had joined the great cause immediately. It was the only way to make all the death and suffering the Shangeili race had endured meaningful.

Krel's fierce devotion and strength in battle had brought him to Jul's side as a trusted warrior, and he had not yet failed a task handed down to him. The human female called Halsey would not be allowed to change that. The scent of human flesh grew stronger, and Krel picked up his pace, still careful to make little or no noise. Within a few moments, he had cleared the thicker brush and could see down into a small gulley that snaked through the forest.

And just like that, there they were.

The Halsey one was in front, moving carefully over the large rocks that littered the bottom of the gulley. The wool coat that had been provided for her by her captors was wrapped tightly around her frail form against the cool morning air. Despite her age, the old woman moved rather quickly, likely due to the constant prodding of the black-armored figure behind her.

Krel studied human soldier for a moment. Pistols of both Covenant and human make were on his hips, and a needle rifle was cradled in one arm, although no spare ammunition was visible for the weapon. The armor he wore truly was somewhat reminiscent of the Demons' powerful suits, but it was still one of the humans' ODST soldiers- Krel had killed enough of them to be certain of that. Interestingly, when the soldier turned, Krel saw that half of his right arm was missing, which explained why the needle rifled was being carried in such a fashion.

_A one-armed warrior accomplished all this? _Krel thought to himself. _A truly remarkable enemy. But he must die all the same._

Pressing a thick finger to his throat and turning on his communicator, Krel spoke softly without allowing his voice to carry. "I have found them, brothers," he murmured. "The trail was false, as I suspected. The other human soldier doubled back towards me."

A low growl responded to his message. "Shall we kill the dark-skinned one now and join you after?"

"No," Krel said sharply. "I believe this human is a much greater threat, and he is also with the Halsey woman. He's lost an arm, but we must still treat him as a dangerous foe, which means all three of us must be here. We have no time to spare on the other one; stop trailing him and hurry back towards this location. When you both arrive, we'll bring this human down together and take Halsey back before finishing off the other warrior."

His cousins both muttered their assent, and the communicator went silent, allowing Krel to focus on the two humans moving away from him. The Shangeili crouched in place, waiting for them to move out of sight so he could descend into the gully unnoticed and follow them.

_Let us finish this here and now, _Krel thought. _And let us soon bring humanity to its knees once she remakes the Janus Key. I swear, by the blood of our fallen brothers… it will be finished __here._

* * *

><p><em>(A few quick comments. One, the Ark level in Halo 3 was and always will be my favorite level in the Halo series, simply because of the immense diversity of battles it had. Those ODSTs with Chief at the beginning of the level struck me as an interesting group- what kind of elite UNSC Marines would be sent to aid Chief in such a vital mission? The goddamn Rookie, that's who.<em>

_Two, obviously Reaper isn't dead, do you really think I'd kill off a character that easily and quietly? You should've noticed, however, that I left it ambiguous as to what he's doing so far away from the main action. Next chapter will wrap things up, don't worry. _

_And three, I wanted to give the Elites- and the Rookie- in my story some real backgrounds, and I'm sorry if some of you are here for the action and not the exposition. The rest of the story will be mostly action, only one or two quiet moments for characters to talk in are left I think. _

_Leave some reviews on what you guys think of how I've developed the story. I want to know if I'm staying on the right track here. Until next time, guys.)_


	9. A Hectic Departure

_Alright, my motivation levels are back up to 100%. Let's keep moving towards this story's conclusion._

_Most characters in this story are owned by Bungie, 343, or the authors of the Halo books, particularly Karen Traviss. This is simply my borrowing of their characters._

_Enjoy!_

A Hectic Departure

Rookie could hear Doctor Halsey's labored breathing through his helmet's audio system, but he did not say a word or allow her to slow down. For a sixty-something year old woman, Halsey was still surprisingly fit, and he knew she was not being pushed too hard. She would be able to maintain the pace for a while longer as they made their way to the Black Cat exfil ship, now only a few kilometers away.

The two of them had set out in the evening of the previous day, and after a long night of walking through forests and valleys, trying to stay out of the open as much as possible, they were finally nearing the Black Cat's position. It had taken longer than Rookie had wanted, due to them taking cover more than once as Covenant aircraft flew overhead, and the sun was already rising high into the sky. The ODST wanted to finish this final stretch of their trek as quickly as possible so they could hopefully avoid any further contact with the enemy.

He had left his radio channel off, although the urge to try one last time to contact Reaper had been very strong. Rookie was still unable to completely give up on his friend- he had known the other Helljumper for too long to just write the guy off, even after watching him getting chased down by a massive enemy force. Even if he was still alive, though, Reaper would beat Rookie's head in if the latter broke radio silence and gave himself away, especially when they were so close to escaping Septra Qui.

BB's voice startled him out of his thoughts; the A.I. had been silent since the two humans had started walking, and Rookie had gotten used to the silence, so the words came as a sudden surprise. "Rookie, the satellites just picked something up," BB said through the CSSHV's audio. "Movement behind us, too consistent for wildlife."

Rookie glanced behind him, looking over the forest-covered hills he and Halsey had been traversing. "You sure? If we were being followed the satellites should have spotted something earlier…" The Helljumper's voice trailed off as he took in the sight of the forests, understanding flooding through him.

He had brought Halsey through thickly wooded areas in an attempt to hide from any Covenant aircraft that were hunting them from above. What Rookie had not considered was that the woods would also hide anything else that traveled within them from the satellites BB was using. Now that the forest was thinning out, however…

"Doctor, stop," Rookie ordered, causing Halsey to stop in her tracks. The old woman turned to look at him, noting how the ODST had tensed up, the needle rifle in his one arm raised halfway as he scanned the area.

"Are we about to be attacked?" Halsey asked, more curious than concerned.

"Maybe," Rookie muttered, eyes scouring the tree line rapidly. "Be ready to run if I tell you to-"

The words had barely left his mouth when his motion tracker suddenly lit up with two red dots, both approaching him from behind- and they were _fast_. Rookie swung around, the needle rifle in his arm up and firing even as BB yelled "Contacts! Seven o'clock!" The needles flew through the air, leaving purple contrails in their wake as they impacted against the shields of the two Elites that had charged over the next ridge Rookie and Halsey had been walking towards. In the brief moment before the two Shangeili ducked for cover behind a few of the big boulders that dotted the landscape, Rookie saw that they were adorned in Zealot armor- and that both of them carried needlers and energy swords.

Rookie cursed, dropping the empty needle rifle- he had no time to reload it one-handed with needler-wielding Elites only a hundred or so feet away. Drawing the plasma pistol from his waist, the ODST sidestepped towards a cluster of rocks to his right, yelling, "Stay behind me, Doctor!" He kept the plasma pistol pointed towards the Elites' positions as he moved to cover, the stump of his right arm pushing Halsey along as the old woman quickly ran behind the rocks, ducking down as Rookie got behind the biggest boulder of the bunch, peering out around the side as he kept his weapon ready.

Halsey's breathing was rapid, a result of the sudden dash, but she seemed calm despite the situation- too calm, in Rookie's opinion. He glanced at the old woman, watching her look around as if watching for another attack, and then he spoke, out loud so Halsey could hear him. "BB, I'm going to make a dash for that next cluster over there; maybe I can get an angle on them," the ODST said. "Does my motion tracker's range reach from there to here?"

"Um, yes," BB replied, "but why-?"

"If she moves, warn me," Rookie cut him off. "I'm going to be too busy to be watching her in a moment." He left what would happen if the doctor _did _move unsaid- it had to be obvious to Halsey that he would not let her return to Covenant custody alive.

Counting to three, Rookie leapt from behind the rocks, firing his plasma pistol at the last place he had seen the Elites. As it turned out, one was still there, apparently watching to see what Rookie's next move would be, and the alien ducked down to avoid the bright green plasma bolts. Looking around rapidly as he ran, Rookie spotted the second Elite crossing the field towards where Halsey hid. Holding down the plasma pistol's trigger, the Helljumper skidded to a halt to steady his aim, and he fired the overcharged bolt, which tracked the Elite's movement, following it through the air.

Even as the plasma bolt impacted on the Elite's shields, forcing them to collapse, Rookie was dropping the plasma pistol and drawing his magnum. The first two shots went wide as he brought the handgun to bear, but the third hit home and a splash of purple blood flew through the air. The Elite was still moving as it dropped out of sight, but before Rookie could advance and finish it off, two needles impacted against the shoulder of his CSSHV, sticking in with loud _thunks_.

Acting on instinct and adrenaline, Rookie hurled himself backwards, behind the rocks he had been running for just a moment ago. A third needle stuck into the side of his chest armor, but the rest sailed overhead or shattered against the rocks. The ODST held his breath as the needles stuck in his armor glowed brilliantly, but there were not enough to create a supercombine explosion; within seconds, they fell apart as well, and he hurriedly rose to his feet, his sidearm rising up again.

A third, taller Elite was approaching from the forest that Halsey and Rookie had emerged from shortly before. This one also wielded a needler, and his sword was already deployed and gripped tightly in his four-fingered hand. He advanced steadily towards Rookie, firing off the rest of the needles from the weapon he carried.

Rookie ducked down behind the rocks and returned fire, emptying his handgun's clip against the Elite's shields as needles shattered on the rocks around him. When he heard the tell-tale click of an empty magazine, he hurriedly reloaded his weapon one-handed, a skill he had practiced tirelessly for just such an occasion. He fired off a few more bullets before his motion tracker alerted him of movement to his rear. Rookie turned and saw the first Elite that he had fired on emerging from behind the rocks it had taken cover behind, activating its energy sword as it did so. The rest of the magnum's clip emptied against the shields of this second Elite before Rookie, desperate to take at least one of the enemies down so that he wouldn't stay caught between them, threw one of the two plasma grenades he had left towards the Elite.

The alien swiftly leapt aside as the grenade detonated, and Rookie decided to use the few precious moments he had to finish off the tall Elite that had come from the woods. He turned the corner of the rocks, reloading again as he did so, and opened fire at the Elite that was now charging all-out at him, needler holstered and energy sword raised for a killing blow. The final bullet from the clip dropped the alien's shields, and Rookie, lacking time to load his weapon's last magazine, holstered his sidearm as well and drew his combat knife, planning on dodging the alien's initial swing and then carving the Elite to pieces now that its shields were down. The ODST rushed forward to meet the Elite in the middle of the field.

Time seemed to slow down for Rookie, adrenaline rushing through him like a storm. The energy sword rose and then fell, a diagonal cut that would carve him in half from shoulder to hip. With every ounce of his strength, reflexes, and the power of the CSSHV, Rookie ducked under the blow, planted a foot, and swung his knife straight up towards the Elite's face.

The Elite's free hand flew through the air in a blur and caught the blade of Rookie's knife, drops of purple blood flying as the serrated edge badly cut the alien's fingers.

Before the ODST could react, the Elite twisted the blade and with it Rookie's arm, forcing the Helljumper to bend slightly backwards. One huge hoof came up and struck Rookie directly in the chest, and the ODST's armor cracked loudly as he flew several meters backwards.

Rookie could barely breathe as he struggled to rise; his armor had barely softened the ridiculously strong kick, and his chest felt like it had been hit by a wrecking ball. His knife was gone, torn from his grip by the Elite, but his magnum was still on his hip and he drew the weapon, hurriedly loading the last magazine he had into the pistol and racking the slide against his armor.

As he raised his weapon, Rookie heard a series of thuds behind him and turned, rising to his feet as he did so. The Elite he had thrown a grenade at was a few meters away, stomping towards him with fury in his eyes. The ODST fired three rounds into the Elite's shields, and then the alien swung his sword through the air with precision and cut the magnum's barrel into pieces.

Rookie did not hesitate even as his weapon was destroyed; the Helljumper charged forward and tackled the Elite with all the weight of his CSSHV. The Elite fell with Rookie on top, and the ODST grabbed the alien's sword hand and smashed it into the ground, trying to make the Elite release the weapon. He _had _to get that sword, _had _to get his hands on something to fight them with-

Long fingers wrapped around Rookie's neck from behind, and then the ODST was flying through the air, thrown backwards with astounding strength. He crashed into the ground with an impact that knocked what little air he had left out of his lungs, and for a long moment, Rookie laid there, dizzy and unable to draw a proper breath. Through swimming vision, he could see both of the Elites walking towards him, swords at the ready. At the same time, BB muttered in his ear, "Um, Halsey's moving, in case you were still curious…"

Groaning, Rookie rolled over and crawled away from the oncoming Elites, moving back towards where he had left Halsey. However, the doctor was coming to _him_ instead, the third Elite walking behind her and holding its shoulder with one hand as blood trickled between its fingers. The alien was glaring daggers at Rookie; he appeared ready to smash the human's skull in retaliation for the wound he had received. The doctor walked freely, the Elite making no move to restrain or even impede her, and Rookie realized that the Covenant _trusted _Halsey not to try to escape. Furthermore, the look Halsey was giving him was a mixture of contempt and pity- not the look of a captive watching their rescuer fall.

_She really is working with them willingly, _Rookie thought to himself, and that moment of clarity made him angry enough to ignore all his pain and the fact that his life was surely about to end. Rolling onto his side, Rookie reached down to his hip and grabbed his last plasma grenade in his hand, and with a shout he primed the grenade and threw it at Halsey.

The Elite behind Halsey pulled the doctor aside and swiped his needler through the air, catching the plasma grenade on the weapon. The alien grunted and hurled the needler far away, the grenade stuck to it even as it flared bright blue and detonated more than fifty feet across the field, leaving Halsey and the Elite unharmed.

Rookie could only stare in fury as he realized his failure, and then a large hoof kicked Rookie onto his back before stamping down on his chest, pinning the ODST to the ground. He barely had the strength to weakly push the Elite's leg, and the alien's hoof did not budge an inch. The Elite standing over Rookie looked down at the human that struggled beneath him, and then surprise made the Helljumper cease his efforts as the alien spoke in rough, but comprehendible English.

"A good fight, human," the Elite said grudgingly. "You stood your ground and fought with honor- and in doing so, you cost my cousin his own." A menacing growl entered the alien's tone. "Many of our brothers on this planet died by your hand. What I would not give to take your life myself… but I will not allow you to bring shame and death to one more Shangeili. You must die at the hands of my cousin." The pressure of the tall alien's hoof increased, pressing Rookie against the ground as the wounded Elite approached, energy sword flaring to life in his good hand.

Just as the Elite drew his arm back, ready to plunge the blade into Rookie's heart, a dull roar became audible, growing louder and louder and making the Elites and Halsey all look up and to the sky.

Several hundred yards away, a distortion in the air was rapidly approaching, glass and rocks flying in the windstorm it was kicking up underneath. Somewhere in his exhausted mind, Rookie recognized the sight as a ship's cloaking field. An instant later, the cloak dropped, revealing that the Black Cat extraction craft that had landed with the Helljumpers was barreling towards the group at high speed.

The Elites roared and scattered, the taller one grabbing Halsey's arm and pulling the old woman away from the oncoming danger. The wounded Elite wasn't fast enough, however; the Black Cat passed not five feet above Rookie's prone form, the pressure from its engines slamming into the Helljumper like a wall, and the Elite disappeared beneath the ship as it crashed into the ground, carving a trench through the glassed terrain.

Through his helmet mic, Rookie heard a voice roar, "ON YOUR FEET, HELLJUMPER!" They were Reaper's words, and they were charged with an intensity that Rookie had never heard before. Rookie clambered to his feet, broken pieces of his armor falling off of him as he watched the Black Cat skid to a halt, kicking up dirt and glass and rocks and sending them flying like shrapnel.

The rear bay hissed open quickly, and out charged Reaper, his trusty shotgun still in his hands despite everything they had been through. The ODST rushed towards the two Elites who still lived, aiming his weapon as he ran, while Rookie also charged towards them, stopping briefly to pick up the plasma pistol he had dropped earlier.

The Elites were smart enough to realize that they were in danger; both of the aliens backpedaled towards the hill behind them, and the taller one gestured for Halsey to run as they whipped out their needlers and opened fire on Reaper. Doctor Halsey turned and fled as the Helljumper rolled underneath the first several needles, and as more began to strike his chestplate and stick there, the CSSHV he wore suddenly unlatched in several places- undoubtedly caused by BB- and the whole front part of Reaper's torso armor fell off, taking the needles with it even as they glowed brilliantly and exploded.

Reaper had already leaped past, however, and the explosion did not reach him as he fired his first shotgun round, the 8-guage shell's pellets striking the shorter Elite and knocking it backwards several steps, although its shields remained intact.

Rookie knew his partner could not take on two Elites in close combat, proficient as he was with his shotgun. As the taller Elite raised its sword and stepped towards Reaper, Rookie raised the plasma pistol in his hand, a large bolt of plasma charging on the end, and he fired at the tall alien. The plasma bolt struck the Elite and dropped its shields, making the big alien stumble, and Reaper did not hesitate to act.

The shorter Elite had barely recovered from the shotgun round his armor had absorbed when Reaper rammed into the alien, knocking it off balance. At the same time, Reaper fired an off-hand shot at the taller Elite with his shotgun. It was poorly aimed, but at close range with a shotgun and with the Elite's shields down, that didn't matter- the alien went down with a roar of pain as purple blood flew from its leg, bones shattered and skin shredded by the shotgun round. The Elite tumbled away down the slope of the hill, his sword flying from his hand.

Unfortunately, Reaper had lost his momentum, and the other Elite did not let him strike again. Curling its clawed hand into a fist, the alien punched Reaper in the side, shoving the ODST away and cracking his CSSHV's plates. Rookie knew his partner was lucky that the alien had not punched his unarmored front; such a blow would have killed Reaper. As it was, the other Helljumper was knocked off his feet, and the Elite would have cut him in two with the energy sword it carried if Rookie had not dashed forward, holstering his plasma pistol before closing the rest of the distance and grabbing the alien's sword hand by the wrist.

The Elite roared and struck Rookie in the chest with his free hand even as the energy sword slowly rose, Rookie struggling all the while to try and keep the alien from swinging the blade. The thought of the ODST beating the alien in a contest of strength was laughable, even with the CSSHV supporting his efforts. The Elite struck him again, and his armor caved inward a little, already weak from the beating it had received. Rookie could barely breathe, and his arm and chest felt like they were filled with molten lead, but he hung on to the alien's arm nevertheless. He only needed to hinder the Elite for one more moment.

The alien finally wrenched itself free from Rookie's grip and kicked the human's legs out from under him, making the Helljumper yell in pain. The Elite raised its sword, intent on finishing off the fallen human, but as it turned out, tripping Rookie up had been the last mistake the alien would ever make. Once Rookie hit the ground, the Elite was left wide open to a recovering Reaper, and the ear-splitting report of a shotgun that followed was like music to Rookie's ears.

The Elite was bowled over, blood flying in all directions as the shotgun fired once more, and the alien did not move again. Reaper racked the shotgun, ejecting a spent shell out of the chamber, before clambering to his feet and holding out a hand to help Rookie up as well. Rookie groaned in pain as he rose, every inch of his body on fire, but he was still focused enough to check his motion tracker and catch the dot that represented Halsey heading back the way they had come earlier.

"Can you run, Helljumper?" Reaper asked him between labored breaths. Rookie wanted to reply in the affirmative, but his leg wound from their assault on the Covenant base was flaring up, and his ankle might have been sprained after the Elite kicked it. He shook his head, hand on one knee as he struggled to breathe, so Reaper nodded and took off after Halsey.

Rookie turned and limped back towards the Black Cat that lay fifty or so feet away, its rear hatch opened and looking ever-so-inviting. He clambered inside, pulling off his helmet and yanking the data chip that contained BB's fragment out of the data port. Rookie slid the chip into a port in the ship's control panel, and the A.I. instantly re-activated the ship's thrusters and got the Black Cat off the ground.

Rookie collapsed into the co-pilot's chair and secured himself as the Black Cat coasted low over the ground, flying after Reaper and Halsey. It only took a few moments to catch up with the pair; through the cockpit's window, he could see the pair almost directly below, Halsey struggling in vain to get away from Reaper. The Black Cat descended slowly, and as soon as the open ramp touched the ground, Reaper was hauling Doctor Halsey inside.

"Let me _go_, you bastard!" Halsey yelled, but she was powerless to stop Reaper from pulling her all the way into the Black Cat. The ODST dropped his shotgun on the floor and shoved Halsey into a seat at the back of the ship, strapping Halsey in tight despite the old woman's struggles. Making sure she was secure, Reaper then dashed forward to the cockpit and slid into the pilot's seat next to Rookie. "Get us out of here, BB!" he yelled, and then the Black Cat was rising off the ground before Reaper even began getting himself strapped in as well.

The roar of the Black Cat's engines grew louder as the ship accelerated quickly, the ride becoming increasingly shaky as the ship hit the lower atmosphere of Septra Qui. It felt like an orbital drop in reverse, and in his exhausted state, Rookie actually found that kind of amusing. As they climbed higher above the planet and got closer to low orbit, he started to chuckle, finally breaking out into loud laughter.

Reaper looked over at Rookie like he thought his partner had lost it. "Dude, the hell are you so giddy about?"

"We…" Rookie could barely choke the words out between laughs. "We did it, man. We actually _did it._ We got Halsey away from the Covies- _alive._" He launched into another round of laughs. "Bet ONI didn't think we could do it, am I right? But who needs Spartans? The friggin ODST's have done it again!"

Reaper shook his head, but through his transparent visor Rookie could see him smiling. "We're not out of this yet, Helljumper. Those three Elites called in their backup forces the minute they attacked you. We've probably been tracked up here." The ODST turned to the ship's console. "BB, what's the situation out there? We going dark or what?"

"They've got a couple dozen space-worthy dropships coming up after us from what I can see right now," the A.I. replied in their helmet audio. "The satellites are also picking up inbound warships from multiple vectors around the planet. We need to go dark soon before they get much closer- but we also need to get some distance and change course or they'll just follow our trail and stumble upon us. The timing will be tricky, but I can handle it. You guys just sit tight; you both could use a break, I think."

Rookie could not argue with the A.I.'s advice. With his hand, he undid the latches of his helmet and pulled it off, relishing the feeling of finally freeing his head from its confinement. Reaper did the same, tossing his helmet behind him into the seating bay of the Black Cat. For a long while, the two Helljumpers sat in silence, watching the stars wheel by as BB slowly maneuvered the ship away from Septra Qui and set it on a random vector.

"Alright, we're clear," the A.I. finally said. "Powering down the engines and all external energy sources and raising the cloaking field. We're in the green until the Slipspace drive is ready."

"Thank god," Reaper muttered, undoing the straps that held him in the pilot's seat. "_Now _it's over. You can start thanking me for saving your sorry ass any time now."

Rookie smiled at that. He _had_ been screwed before Reaper had shown up, but he would never admit that to the other Helljumper. "I had it under control. You just sped things up a little."

Reaper chuckled at that. "Bullshit," he said, rising from his seat. "Anyway, let's go make sure our passenger is in one piece. Wouldn't do us any good if the good doctor showed up on _Infinity _all beat up and-"

"GET BACK, HELLJUMPER!" BB screamed over the ship's intercom. The warning was so unexpected, so jarring, that it took Rookie a moment to react before he was undoing his own straps and leaping out of his seat.

And in that moment, Reaper's shotgun fired, the sound exploding throughout the Black Cat, and Reaper flew back against the console of the ship, a massive wound in his unarmored torso.

Rookie froze, staring at the bloody body of his friend, and then the ODST turned his head to see Doctor Halsey standing there, the smoking shotgun cradled in her one good arm.

"I am _not _going back," Halsey whispered, a desperate, furious light in her eyes. "Even if I have to kill you as well."

"_I am not going_."

* * *

><p><em>(Well, shit. Chekov's gun strikes again. And Reaper had such an epic return, too; it's almost like I wanted to make this a real downer of a chapter.<em>

_Oh wait._

_Anyway, that's finally done and over with. There will probably be two or three more chapters in this story, including an… interesting epilogue. Can't wait to wrap it up, I've had fun with Shadow Catcher. Hope you don't mind a dialogue-laden ending, but never fear- there's one more action sequence in store._

_I'll do what I can to get the next chapter out ASAP. Until then, peace out people.)_


	10. An Overdue and Vital Update

It's been a while, guys.

A LOT has happened since the last chapter of this story came out. My family successfully moved to New Hampshire so my dad could get started at Dartmouth, I began my sophomore year of college at Bentley U, and I finally started going to frat parties on the weekends, unlike last year.

Oh yeah, and Halo 5 came out. And it's FUN.

It still isn't one of Bungie's masterpieces, but it really is very fun, and that's what counts in a video game. It's good to have true, permanent squads in a Halo game for once, and the abilities and vehicles feel a tad more balanced/sensible than before, making the multiplayer somewhat closer to the godly awesomeness that was Halo 3. A good game overall, and a step up in performance for 343 studios.

It also blew this story out of the water in the first 10 minutes, and now I'm working on a cheap alternative instead of an interesting projection. Shadow Catcher was the first really long story I ever started, and it was fun to write and read everyone's reviews when chapters came out.

Key word: was.

With Halo 5's release, college taking its toll, and other, more compelling projects to get to, I'm really sapped of my will to continue this story. I still make small gains on chapter 10 from time to time, but it's nothing compared to the progress I made when I still had the "spark". Thus, the time is coming to make a decision.

I'm leaving it up to YOU guys to decide if this story should be finished and published in its completion, or ended and removed from my profile. While I personally think ending it just might be the better option, you're my readers and I write for you guys just as much as myself. Post a review or send a PM, let me know your opinions and help me pass judgement on this story. It's all up to you guys.

I need to get back to studying for my Microeconomics midterm. I'll make a decision in about a week or so, I think.

Have a nice night, people.


End file.
